
WHILE throbbing head pain is a key symptom, migraine is much more than just a headache.

This long-term condition causes people to have migraine ‘attacks’ which can range from moderate to
severe, sometimes meaning people completely lose their ability to function normally until it passes. There
are different types of migraine and how they affect people can vary.
But in addition to headaches, Phil Day, superintendent pharmacist at Pharmacy2U, says symptoms often
include “nausea and a sensitivity to light or sound”.
Phil adds: “You might hear the term ‘aura’ when talking about migraines. They are temporary warning
symptoms like dizziness, blind spots and flashing lights, that will alert sufferers to an impending migraine.
“These will affect a third of people who have migraines and can last up to an hour.” Some people might
experience other warning signs, such as suddenly feeling very tired and yawning a lot, peeing more, a stiff
neck and sudden shift in mood. Pins and needles can also occur, and even difficulty speaking.
“Although the precise cause of migraines is unknown, they are widely understood to be linked to abnor-
malities that temporarily affect nerve signals, chemicals, and blood vessels in the brain,” says Phil. “And
migraines can be set off by triggers that are unique to each individual.”
This is why understanding triggers can be key in helping manage migraine. But what exactly are they, and
how can you identify them?
WHAT ARE MIGRAINE TRIGGERS?
“Triggers are actions or circumstances that can lead to a migraine attack,” says Steph Weatherley, senior
information and support adviser at The Migraine Trust charity. “Triggers are specific to an individual and
can range from some foods, to hormonal or environmental.”
Common migraine triggers include alcohol and hormone changes during the menstrual cycle or perimeno-
pause. Lack of regularity with sleep and meals is also a common trigger, while some people find certain
forms of exercise and specific foods trigger attacks. “Dehydration, stress and caffeine” are also fairly com-
mon triggers, notes Phil, and even certain shifts in the weather can affect some migraine sufferers. Steph
adds: “Many people with migraine report that combinations of triggers can set off an attack, and therefore
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their sensitivity to a certain trigger may depend on the other triggers they’ve been exposed to at any given
time.
“This makes identifying and managing triggers a difficult challenge for many.”
TRIGGERS AND WARNING SIGNS ARE TWO DIFFERENT THINGS
As mentioned, many people with migraine experience warning signs before an attack. These can often be
mistaken as triggers, but they are not the same thing.
“For example, a person may feel bothered by bright lights and then move into the main attack stage and
associate the bright lights as a trigger that started the attack, when it may have been that light sensitivity
was a premonitory (early warning) symptom,” explains Steph.
KEEPING A SYMPTOM DIARY CAN HELP
“It can be helpful for anyone living with migraine to understand their triggers to better manage the condi-
tion,” says Steph.
“Keeping a headache diary is a good way for people to get an idea of their personal triggers and particular
patterns in their migraine attacks.”
She points out that “both individual triggers and sensitivity to triggers can change over time” too.
MANAGING EXPECTATIONS
In addition to the above though, Steph says: “It’s important to note that it is not always possible to avoid
triggers, particularly those such as weather changes, so having realistic expectations when it comes to
exposure to triggers is recommended.
“People with migraine may find that even after going to great lengths to avoid their identified triggers,
they still experience a migraine attack.”
“Some triggers, such as interrupted sleep, can be difficult to manage, however having a good daily routine
such as a regular bed and wake-up times, regular mealtimes, keeping hydrated and regular exercise can
help manage
migraine and general wellbeing,” she adds.
“When combinations of triggers are identified, it can help to be aware and avoid those that it’s possible to
(for example, avoiding alcohol during a time when routine change is likely to be unavoidable).”
TRIGGERS ARE JUST PART OF THE PICTURE
Ensuring you have all the advice you need and suitable medication for your migraines is also important.
And self-medicating with overthe-counter painkillers may actually end up making symptoms worse.
“As migraines can vary so much, it’s important to speak to a doctor. First, they can diagnose the condition,
setting aside from ‘just’ a headache, before working out the best options,” says Phil. “Repeated use of
painkillers can make some migraines worse, potentially leading to medication overuse headaches, a condi-
tion where frequent use of pain relief actually causes more headaches. “Without medical guidance, suffer-
ers might be unaware of this risk, and of the range of different treatments available that could be more
effective and safer for longterm use.”
Steph says: “Both acute treatments and, for those experiencing four or more migraine attacks per month,
preventive treatment options are available and may be used alongside trigger management to address
migraine.”
Repeated use of painkillers can make some migraines worse, potentially leading to medication overuse
headaches – where frequent use of pain relief actually causes more headaches Phil Day, from Pharmacy2U

10/1/24, 10:30 AM What could be triggering my migraines?

https://www.pressreader.com/uk/grimsby-telegraph/20241001/281767044640077/textview 2/2


