
WHILE throb bing head pain is a key symp tom, migraine is much more than just a head ache.

This long-term con di tion causes people to have migraine ‘attacks’ which can range from mod er ate to
severe, some times mean ing people com pletely lose their abil ity to func tion nor mally until it passes. There
are di� er ent types of migraine and how they a�ect people can vary.
But in addi tion to head aches, Phil Day, super in tend ent phar macist at Phar macy2U, says symp toms often
include “nausea and a sens it iv ity to light or sound”.
Phil adds: “You might hear the term ‘aura’ when talk ing about migraines. They are tem por ary warn ing
symp toms like dizzi ness, blind spots and �ash ing lights, that will alert su� er ers to an impend ing migraine.
“These will a�ect a third of people who have migraines and can last up to an hour.” Some people might
exper i ence other warn ing signs, such as sud denly feel ing very tired and yawn ing a lot, pee ing more, a sti�
neck and sud den shift in mood. Pins and needles can also occur, and even di�  culty speak ing.
“Although the pre cise cause of migraines is unknown, they are widely under stood to be linked to abnor -
mal it ies that tem por ar ily a�ect nerve sig nals, chem ic als, and blood ves sels in the brain,” says Phil. “And
migraines can be set o� by trig gers that are unique to each indi vidual.”
This is why under stand ing trig gers can be key in help ing man age migraine. But what exactly are they, and
how can you identify them?
WHAT ARE MIGRAINE TRIGGERS?
“Trig gers are actions or cir cum stances that can lead to a migraine attack,” says Steph Weath er ley, senior
inform a tion and sup port adviser at The Migraine Trust char ity. “Trig gers are spe ci�c to an indi vidual and
can range from some foods, to hor monal or envir on mental.”
Com mon migraine trig gers include alco hol and hor mone changes dur ing the men strual cycle or per i meno -
pause. Lack of reg u lar ity with sleep and meals is also a com mon trig ger, while some people �nd cer tain
forms of exer cise and spe ci�c foods trig ger attacks. “Dehyd ra tion, stress and ca� eine” are also fairly com -
mon trig gers, notes Phil, and even cer tain shifts in the weather can a�ect some migraine su� er ers. Steph
adds: “Many people with migraine report that com bin a tions of trig gers can set o� an attack, and there fore
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their sens it iv ity to a cer tain trig ger may depend on the other trig gers they’ve been exposed to at any given
time.
“This makes identi fy ing and man aging trig gers a di�  cult chal lenge for many.”
TRIGGERS AND WARNING SIGNS ARE TWO DIFFERENT THINGS
As men tioned, many people with migraine exper i ence warn ing signs before an attack. These can often be
mis taken as trig gers, but they are not the same thing.
“For example, a per son may feel bothered by bright lights and then move into the main attack stage and
asso ciate the bright lights as a trig ger that star ted the attack, when it may have been that light sens it iv ity
was a pre mon it ory (early warn ing) symp tom,” explains Steph.
KEEPING A SYMPTOM DIARY CAN HELP
“It can be help ful for any one liv ing with migraine to under stand their trig gers to bet ter man age the con di -
tion,” says Steph.
“Keep ing a head ache diary is a good way for people to get an idea of their per sonal trig gers and par tic u lar
pat terns in their migraine attacks.”
She points out that “both indi vidual trig gers and sens it iv ity to trig gers can change over time” too.
MANAGING EXPECTATIONS
In addi tion to the above though, Steph says: “It’s import ant to note that it is not always pos sible to avoid
trig gers, par tic u larly those such as weather changes, so hav ing real istic expect a tions when it comes to
expos ure to trig gers is recom men ded.
“People with migraine may �nd that even after going to great lengths to avoid their iden ti �ed trig gers,
they still exper i ence a migraine attack.”
“Some trig gers, such as inter rup ted sleep, can be di�  cult to man age, however hav ing a good daily routine
such as a reg u lar bed and wake-up times, reg u lar meal times, keep ing hydrated and reg u lar exer cise can
help man age
migraine and gen eral well being,” she adds.
“When com bin a tions of trig gers are iden ti �ed, it can help to be aware and avoid those that it’s pos sible to
(for example, avoid ing alco hol dur ing a time when routine change is likely to be unavoid able).”
TRIGGERS ARE JUST PART OF THE PICTURE
Ensur ing you have all the advice you need and suit able med ic a tion for your migraines is also import ant.
And self-med ic at ing with overthe-counter paink illers may actu ally end up mak ing symp toms worse.
“As migraines can vary so much, it’s import ant to speak to a doc tor. First, they can dia gnose the con di tion,
set ting aside from ‘just’ a head ache, before work ing out the best options,” says Phil. “Repeated use of
paink illers can make some migraines worse, poten tially lead ing to med ic a tion over use head aches, a con di -
tion where fre quent use of pain relief actu ally causes more head aches. “Without med ical guid ance, su� er -
ers might be unaware of this risk, and of the range of di� er ent treat ments avail able that could be more
e�ect ive and safer for longterm use.”
Steph says: “Both acute treat ments and, for those exper i en cing four or more migraine attacks per month,
pre vent ive treat ment options are avail able and may be used along side trig ger man age ment to address
migraine.”
Repeated use of paink illers can make some migraines worse, poten tially lead ing to med ic a tion over use
head aches – where fre quent use of pain relief actu ally causes more head aches Phil Day, from Phar macy2U
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