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Speech & Language Therapy

Swallowing exercises for head and neck
patients

Radiotherapy and chemotherapy can affect your eating and drinking in a
number of ways. One of the biggest impacts is on the muscles you use for
swallowing, and how well they work.

Radiotherapy can make the muscles very tight and ‘woody’, and once this
happens it can be very difficult to reverse. This may lead to long term
swallowing problems and limit the texture and amount of food you can
manage.

The aim of these exercises is to keep your muscles moving throughout
treatment, to maintain their strength and flexibility. The following exercises
target the floor of mouth muscles, jaw muscles, the voice box and the base
of tongue and throat muscles, all of which impact on the swallow
sequence.

We recommend you do a set of 10 repetitions of each exercise 3 times per
day. It should take about 10 minutes to complete all the exercises.

Go gently. You should feel a pull, but no pain. Take short breaks or sips of
water in-between exercises if you need to.

If there is any pain, stop. Carrying out some exercises shortly after taking
your pain medications may help with this.
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If you are having any difficulties with the exercises, speak to your Speech
and Language Therapist.

The Effortful Swallow - to strengthen your throat
muscles

A. Start with your tongue at rest.
B. Press your tongue against the roof of your mouth as hard as you can.
C. Swallow as hard as you can.

The Masako Technique - to strengthen your throat
muscles

A. Stick out the tip of your tongue; hold it between your teeth or lips.
B. Keeping your tongue in place, try to swallow your spit.

Swallowing exercises for head and neck patients www.uhcw.nhs.uk



http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/

Patient Information

Range of motion exercise - to stretch your jaw muscles

A. Open your mouth as big as you can. Hold for 5 seconds.
B. Move your jaw to the right. Hold for 5 seconds.
C. Move your jaw to the left. Hold for 5 seconds.

The Supraglottic Swallow - to protect your airway

A. Take a breath and hold it.
B. Swallow.
C. Then cough out as strong as possible.

The Mendelsohn Exercise - to strengthen your floor of
mouth muscles

A. Start with your tongue at rest.
B. Press your tongue against the roof of your mouth and swallow.

C. Before letting go, squeeze your floor of mouth & throat muscles to hold
the Adam’s apple up for 3 seconds.
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Please contact Speech & Language Therapy on 024 7696 6449 if you
have any questions.

Images reprinted from “Swallowing Exercises” (2019) with permission from
UHN Patient Education and Engagement.

The Trust has access to interpreting and translation services. If you need
this Information in another language or format, please contact 024 7696
6449 and we will do our best to meet your needs.

The Trust operates a smoke-free policy.

Did we get it right?

We would like you to tell us what you think about our
services. This helps us make further improvements and
recognise members of staff who provide a good service.

Have your say. Scan the QR code or visit:
www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback

Document History
Department:  Speech & Language Therapy

Contact: 26449
Updated: January 2024
Review: January 2027
Version: 2

Reference: HIC/LFT/2435/20

Swallowing exercises for head and neck patients www.uhcw.nhs.uk 4



http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/
http://www.uhcw.nhs.uk/feedback

