
 

Guide to  
Managing Migraines 

Migraine Overview 
 
More than 28 million Americans suffer from migraines. Migraine 
headaches typically occur between the ages of 15 to 55, and 70-80% of 
migraine sufferers have a family member with migraines. Migraine 

headaches are three to four times more common in women than in men. The higher incidence of migraines 
in women may be related to hormonal changes, including ovulation, menstruation, oral contraceptives, 
pregnancy, and menopause.  
 
Migraines can lead to both physical pain and emotional suffering. When migraines are unpredictable, 
frequent, or chronic, a sufferer may become frustrated, sad, angry, or depressed. When severe, 
migraines can affect one’s quality of life and lessen productivity in school and in the workplace.  
 
Migraines, however, are treatable and preventable. Caring, supportive friends, family, co-workers and 
health care providers can help lessen the pain of migraine sufferers. People with migraines can also help 
themselves by learning about their headaches, building a good working relationship with their health care 
provider, and practicing personal self-care. 
 
Typical migraine characteristics include:  

• Pain on one side of the head 
• Pain with a pulsating or throbbing quality 
• Moderate to intense pain affecting daily activity 
• Nausea or vomiting 

• Sensitivity to light and sound 
• Attacks lasting 4 to 72 hours, sometimes longer 
• Increased pain with exertion (e.g. climbing stairs) 

Approximately one-fifth of migraine sufferers experience auras. An aura is characterized by the appearance 
of  warning signs 30-60 minutes before the onset of headache symptoms. Aura symptoms are usually 
neurologic in nature and may include visual disturbances (e.g. seeing wavy lines, dots, flashing lights, 
blind spots) and disruptions in smell, taste, or touch.  
 
According to the American Medical Association: “The exact cause of migraine is uncertain, although 
various theories are being studied. One theory favored by many researchers is that migraine is due to a 
vulnerability of the nervous system to sudden changes in either your body or the environment around you. 
Many researchers believe that migraine sufferers have inherited a more sensitive nervous system 
response than those without migraine. During a migraine attack, changes in brain activity produce 
inflamed blood vessels and nerves around the brain. Migraine medication may produce relief by quieting 
sensitive nerve pathways and reducing the inflammation response.1”

                                                          
1 American Medical Association. Migraine and Other Headaches—A Patient Guide to Treatment. 1998.  

 
Migraine treatment and prevention
 
 Migraine treatments are often categorized as 
pharmacological (treatment with drug therapy) and 
non-pharmacological (treatment without 
medications).  
 
Drug therapy 
Many migraine medications are available. Some 
medications are used to stop a migraine attack 
(abortive therapy). These drugs work best if taken as 

soon as the attack begins. Other 
drugs are taken daily to reduce the frequency and 
duration of migraines (prophylactic therapy). Your 
clinician can provide information on your medication 
options and help you determine if prophylactic 
medication would be helpful in your situation. 
 
If headaches occur at or around your menses or 
become more frequent and intense with oral 
contraceptives, talk with your clinician. It is 



 

 

sometimes helpful to try the following over-the-
counter medicine 2-3 days before the anticipated 
headache and continue through your menstrual 
cycle: 

• Aleve (naproxen): 1-2 tablets (220-440 mg) 
every 12 hours 

• Motrin (ibuprofen): 400-800 mg every 8 
hours 

 
Non-pharmacological strategies 
Non-pharmacological options include strategies we 
can employ for ourselves as well as treatments used 
by trained practitioners. Your clinician may be able 
to provide referrals; some resources are also listed 
on the back page of this handout. These strategies 
can be helpful for preventing attacks as well as 
managing chronic migraines. 
 
Lifestyle changes 
Understanding how lifestyle impacts the severity and 
frequency of migraine attacks can be a large part of 
successful migraine prevention.  The key is to 
develop consistent patterns for all days of the week. 
Lifestyle changes should be undertaken gradually 
and over time. Below is a list of proven strategies: 
• Sleep: Maintain consistent sleep patterns, 

including on weekends and holidays. Learn how 
much sleep you need and try not to get too 
much or too little. Not getting enough sleep 
during the week and trying to get extra sleep on 
the weekend may trigger an attack.  

• Exercise: A routine of 20-40 minutes of aerobic 
exercise 3 or more times per week can relieve 
stress and balance internal physiology.  

• Eating: Eat regular meals, and do not skip 
meals. Eat a good, healthy breakfast. 

 
• Reduce stress: See chart on next page for 

common stress management techniques. 
• Improve posture: Pay special attention to how 

you hold your neck and shoulders. For example, 
when working at a computer, adjust your seat 
and table so that you don’t have to bend your 
neck for long periods. 

 
Behavioral treatments 
Examples of behavioral treatments include: 
• Biofeedback therapy: A technique where people 

learn to sense changes in the body’s activity and 
to use relaxation and other methods to control 
the body’s responses. 

• Coping skills: Headache sufferers generally find 
cognitive restructuring (identifying negative self-
talk and changing the disparaging remarks to 
positive ones), assertiveness training, and goal 
identification helpful. 

The likelihood of behavioral techniques working as 
preventative treatment for migraine depends upon 

appropriate training and discipline for the person 
using the technique. 
 
Complementary treatments 
• Acupuncture/Acupressure: Using fine metal 

needles or mechanical pressure, the 
acupuncturist manipulates energy called Chi 
(also spelled Qi) to help the individual return to a 
balanced state. Individuals can also practice Tai 
Chi or Qi Gong to balance Chi. 

• Manipulative procedures: A skilled practitioner 
manipulates joints or muscles in an effort to 
reduce abnormal peripheral input to the Central 
Nervous System and restore kinesthetic 
balance. Examples include chiropractic 
treatment and craniosacral therapy. 

• Massage: A massage relaxes the body, releases 
stress buildup in muscle tissue, and teaches 
body awareness.  

 
Other treatments 
Vitamins, Minerals and Herbs: The Primary Care 
Network reports the following may help with 
migraines: 

• Riboflavin: 400 mg per day 
• Feverfew: 1 capsule 3-4 times per day for 

one month. If effective, the dosage may be 
slowly decreased if desired. Avoid during 
pregnancy and when taking NSAIDS such 
as ibuprofen and Aleve (naproxen). 

• Magnesium: 400-600 mg per day 
• Vitamin B Complex: 1 tablet per day 

Stress management 

Emphasis Examples 

Relaxation Listening to music, spending 
time in nature, meditation, 
yoga, Tai Chi, Qi Gong, 
massage, breathing exercises 

Managing 
emotions 

Exercise, journal writing, 
creative activities, 
mindfulness 

Managing 
thoughts 

Thought-stopping techniques, 
mindfulness, positive thinking 

Managing 
obligations 

Time management, breaking 
large tasks into small pieces, 
goal setting, assertiveness 

Social support 
and connections 
with others 

Time with friends, family, 
community, pets 

 
 
 



 

 

Early warning signs 
 

 
Noticing early warning signs and taking immediate 
action can potentially prevent or reduce the severity 
of the migraine. Migraines can often be preceded by 
symptoms (called prodrome symptoms) that can 
serve as early warning signs.  These symptoms 
typically occur 6-24 hours prior to headache and 
may include: 
 
• Mood changes, including depression, euphoria, 

increased irritability 
• Increased thirst 
• Fluid retention 
• Food cravings or loss of appetite 
• Sensitivity to light and sound 
• Fatigue 
• Restlessness 
• Difficulty using or understanding words 
• Talkativeness 
• Neck stiffness 
• Lightheadedness 
• Diarrhea 
 
If you notice early warning signs, you may try to 
relax (see relaxation strategies on page 2) and try to 
reduce triggers (e.g. reduce lighting and noise 
levels). Your mental/emotional reaction to early 
warning signs is also critical. Becoming scared, 
anxious, or convinced you’ll have a migraine can 
make a migraine worse. To help lessen these 
emotions, try keeping a positive attitude, remaining 
calm, and mentally allowing for the possibility of a 
migraine not to develop. 
 
 

 

Self-care strategies 
for immediate relief 

 
§ Use cold. Wrap a cold pack, can of soda, or bag 

of ice and place it against the pain site or the 

back of your neck for up to ten minutes. Wait 
twenty minutes and then repeat if desired. 

§ Use cold and hot together. For example, use a 
cold pack on your head and neck while warming 
up your body from the shoulders down. 

§ Reduce sensory inputs. Shield your eyes from 
direct light. Reduce noise and other stimuli. Lay 
down in a quiet, dark room, if possible. 

§ Drink plenty of liquids. This helps avoid 
dehydration. Drinking flat soda may help relieve 
nausea. 

§ Use massage. Knead the muscles along your 
shoulders, neck and back of the skull. Gently rub 
your head, forehead, temples, facial muscles, 
and jaw. Brushing your scalp lightly with a soft 
hairbrush can provide additional relief. 

§ Take a nap. Some people with an acute 
migraine experience a reduction in symptoms 
after taking a nap. 

 
 

 
Exercise tips 

Because of it’s stress-relieving 
benefits, regular exercise has 
the potential to reduce the frequency of  
migraines. However, for some people with 
recurring migraines, exercise can provoke an 
attack. To avoid or limit the severity of 
exercise-induced headaches, the National 
Headache Foundation recommends: 
§ Warm-up adequately before exercise 
§ Drink plenty of water throughout activity 

and afterwards 
§ Be aware of environmental triggers such 

as high altitudes, humidity or exposure to 
hot or cold weather which can trigger 
migraines 

§ Consult with your healthcare provider 
about your exercise regimen if you 
experience problems. 

 

 

 



 

 

Four tips for getting the 
most from your 
relationship with your 
health care provider 

Educate yourself 
Learn more about headaches, their causes, and 
prevention and treatment options. Become 
familiar with your own symptoms, triggers, and 
patterns. 
 
Be prepared for your appointment  
Being able to provide specific information to your 
clinician will facilitate your care. Be prepared to 
share the following information: 
• Provide examples to explain the severity of 

your attacks (e.g., how often you miss 
school/work, ways migraine interferes with 
your activities, effects on your quality of life). 

• Keep information on each attack, including 
symptoms, what you think may have caused 
the attack, and any measures that helped 
relieve symptoms. 

• List medications you are currently taking for 
migraine or any other medical condition, 
including prescription, over-the-counter and 
natural remedies. 

• Share your treatment goals with your 
provider. 

Keeping a headache diary is the best way to 
gather information for your appointment. A 
sample headache diary is included in this 
packet. You can also keep on on-line record at 
www.achenet.org/your/diary1.php. Getting to 
know your headache pattern can also help you 
feel more in control of your life. 

 
Understand your treatment plan 
Be sure you understand your treatment plan 
when you leave. Ask for detailed instructions for 
your medications, and make sure you 
understand how long you will need to take the 
drug before you should begin to notice 
improvement. You can also ask your provider to 
review the pros and cons of each medication, 
including potential negative reactions or other 
side effects. If a follow-up appointment is 
needed, make sure you understand when this 
should happen. Keeping follow-up appointments 
is critical to creating a successful treatment plan. 
  
Be realistic 
It is helpful to have reasonable expectations 
about treatment. While there is no cure for 
migraine, the condition can be managed with an 

effective treatment and self-care program. The 
National Headache Foundation recommends: 
§ Be patient and give treatment time to work. 
§ Realize that treatment success will ebb and 

flow. 
§ Be willing to listen to your clinician and to 

yourself and be flexible and open-minded 
and prepared to modify your treatment, as 
necessary. 

 
 
 
 

Resources 

University Health Services 
§ Medical appointment. (call 510.642.2000) 
§ Health education appointment on stress, 

time and pain management. (call 
510.642.2000) 

§ Self-Care Resource Center: information on 
migraines, stress reduction, relaxation, 
medication & more. (2nd floor, M-F 11am-4pm) 

§ Counseling for academic, personal and 
career concerns and assistance with 
cognitive restructuring. (3rd floor or call 
510.642.9494) 

 

Websites 
§ www.uhs.berkeley.edu  
§ American Council for Headache 

Education: www.achenet.org 
§ National Headache Foundation: 

www.headaches.org 
 

Other 
§ The American Council for Headache 

Education provides a listing of on-line and 
local support groups. Visit www.achenet.org 

§ An on-line headache diary is available at 
http://www.achenet.org/your/diary1.php 

§ Low-cost acupuncture treatment is available 
near campus at the Meiji College Clinic of 
Oriental Medicine. (510.666.8234) 

§ Low-cost massage is available at the 
National Holistic Institute in Emeryville. 
(510.547.6442) 

§ An 8-week stress reduction and chronic pain 
care course is available in Berkeley through 
StressCare. (510.540.8928)                 

§ CalFit Program at RSF offers yoga, Tai Chi, 
Qi Gong, and Accupressure classes and 
massage services. (510.643.5151) 
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