
 

Red Flags for Potential Serious Conditions in Patients with Head and Neck Problems 
 

Red Flags for the Head and Neck Region 
 

Condition 
Red Flag 

Data obtained during 
Interview/History 

Red Flag 
Data obtained during 

Physical Exam 
Subarachnoid 
Hemorrhage –  
Ischemic Stroke1,2

Sudden onset of a severe headache 
History of hypertension 
 

Concurrent elevated blood pressure 
Trunk and extremity weakness, Aphasia 
Altered mental status 
Vertigo, Vomiting 

Vertebrobasilar 
Insufficiency3-5

Dizziness  
Headaches 
Nausea 
Loss of consciousness 

Vertigo that lasts for minutes (not seconds) 
Visual disturbances 
Apprehension with end range neck movements 
Unilateral hearing loss 
Vestibular function abnormalities 

Meningitis6,7 Headache 
Fever 
Gastrointestinal signs of vomiting and 

symptoms of nausea  

Positive slump sign 
Photophobia 
Confusion 
Seizures 
Sleepiness 

Primary Brain 
Tumor8-11

Headache 
Gastrointestinal signs of vomiting and 

symptoms of nausea 

Ataxia 
Speech deficits 
Sensory abnormalities 
Visual changes 
Altered mental status 
Seizures 

Mild Traumatic 
Brain Injury – 
Post Concussion 
Syndrome – 
Subdural 
Hematoma12,13

Dangerous injury mechanism 
Headache 
Nausea/vomiting 
Sensitivity to light and sounds 

Loss of consciousness/dazed – an initial Glaslow 
Coma Scale of 13 to 15 

Deficits in short term memory 
Physical evidence of trauma above the clavicles 
Drug or alcohol intoxication 
Seizures 
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