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Coping with Headaches and Migraine

Alison Frith MSc BSc (Hons) RGN MICR ran clinical research trials in migraine and headaches at the City of London Migraine Clinic for 12 years. Alison trained in nursing at the Middlesex Hospital, London and then read Human Sciences at University College, London. She combined her nursing and science background to work with people daily as they coped with their headaches. Alison has migraine herself, which gives her a special perspective. She is co-editor of the ABC of Headache, and has co-authored papers in scientific journals. Alison was awarded the accolade of ‘Best Healthcare Professional 2008’ at the Migraine Heroes Healthcare Awards, run by Migraine Action, a national charity for people with migraine and other headaches.
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Foreword to the first edition

Although most headaches and migraines are not life-threatening, the profound effect they can have on your ability to function and carry out your usual daily activities means that they are now recognized by the World Health Organization as one of the leading causes of disability. But it has been a battle to gain this attention – for centuries headaches have been ignored, or worse, they have been seen solely as a psychological problem. Fortunately, recent research confirms that headaches have an organic basis and there are now specific and effective drugs to help prevent and treat the most severe types of headaches, particularly migraine and cluster headache.

However, drugs are only a part of managing headaches; an understanding of what the condition is caused by and how treatments work can make the difference between being in control of migraine and feeling controlled by it. It is not just you who can benefit from this understanding – family, friends and employers are also indirectly affected by migraine.

Alison Frith is well placed to share her expertise in helping you cope with your headaches and migraines. It has been a privilege to work with her over the past 9 years. She has the advantage of writing from the heart, having experienced her own battle with migraine. But she also has the rare ability of being able to look objectively at the problems, learning from the good and the bad experiences of the patients that she sees every day.

I have no doubt that you will find this book an invaluable source of information to help you understand and gain better control of your headaches.

Dr Anne MacGregor

The City of London Migraine Clinic


Foreword to the second edition

Since the first edition was published I have had much pleasure from hearing numerous patients and colleagues expressing how much they enjoyed reading Alison’s book and how helpful it has been to them. This comes as no surprise to me. Alison writes from the heart and talks directly to the reader. She understands what the problems are as she has faced some of them herself. She also knows how isolated you can feel during the throes of an attack, wondering if anything can make it better and fearing that it is never going to end.

In this Second Edition, Alison expands on some of the research that has since come to fruition, including the role that our genetic make-up may play. Also new is the increasing data on the use of non-drug management of headache, particularly the use of nerve stimulation. These techniques have the significant advantage over medication of minimal side effects.

While there is unlikely ever to be a cure for headache, those who suffer can take much comfort from reading Alison’s sound advice and words of wisdom.

Professor Anne MacGregor

10 Harley Street, London
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Abbreviations

CBTcognitive behavioural therapy

CGRPcalcitonin gene-related peptide

CHCcombined hormonal contraceptive

CSDcortical spreading depression

DHEdihydroergotamine

ECGelectrocardiogram

GPgeneral practitioner

HOOFHome Oxygen Order Form

HRThormone replacement therapy

5-HT5-hydroxytryptamine

5-HTP5-hydroxytryptophan

mcgmicrograms

mgmilligrams

MHRAMedicines and Healthcare Products Regulatory Agency

MOHmedication overuse headache

MRImagnetic resonance imaging

NICENational Institute for Health and Care Excellence

NSAIDnon-steroidal anti-inflammatory drug

OUCHOrganization for the Understanding of Cluster Headache

PACAPpituitary adenylate cyclase-activating polypeptide

PETpositron emission tomography

PFOpatent foramen ovale

PMSpremenstrual syndrome

POPprogestogen-only pill

rTMSrepeated pulse transcranial magnetic stimulation

SSRIselective serotonin re-uptake inhibitor

sTMSsingle pulse transcranial magnetic stimulation

SUNAshort-lasting unilateral neuralgiform headache attacks with cranial autonomic features

SUNCTshort-lasting unilateral neuralgiform headache attacks with conjunctival injection and tearing

TACtrigeminal autonomic cephalalgia

TENStranscutaneous electrical nerve stimulation

THRtraditional herbal registration

TMStranscranial magnetic stimulation

TTHtension-type headache

VNSvagus nerve stimulation


Note to the reader

This book is not intended to replace advice from your medical practitioner. The author and publisher have made every effort to ensure accuracy when this book was published, but this is not guaranteed. Information included here may become out of date with new advances in medicine. Do consult your doctor if you are experiencing symptoms with which you feel you need help.


Introduction

A personal experience

Matron escorted me back to the nurses’ home just after midnight. Despite her obvious concern and my dazed state, I could tell she was really cross. I was a nurse on night duty in charge of 28 patients and now I would have to be replaced, leaving another ward short staffed. And just because I had a headache.

I was in no fit state to care for my patients that night. On matron’s ward round I got everyone muddled up and couldn’t get my words out. I excused myself to be violently sick in the sluice room, where the smell of disinfectant seemed noxious and bored into my brain. When I staggered back my hat was lop-sided and my own vomit was splattered down my starched apron and over my shoes. Matron knew that there was something very wrong. My head was splitting in half with the pain as if someone had stabbed it. I looked at the crisp, white linen on an empty bed and longed to lie down, completely still and surrounded by darkness. Just long enough for the pain to ease, and the pounding to stop. Quietness for a few moments. Perhaps then I could carry on . . .

Back in my room I was so sick in the basin that my stomach hurt as well as my head. I found some relief sitting on the floor with my temple pressed hard against the cold, porcelain bowl. I cried with the pain and with the guilt too. I felt I had let down my colleagues and all my patients who needed me. When I finally stood up and saw my sunken eyes reflected in the mirror, I was truly horrified at how grey and ill I looked. Some of those in my care had looked healthier than me!

I slept all that night and all next day. When I reported for duty that evening the pain had gone, but I felt that my head was filled with cotton wool. I struggled with my work. It was several days until I felt well again. I tried to put the headache out of my mind. But then it happened again.

How I coped with my headaches

What I know now, but didn’t know then, was that I was having severe migraine attacks. I didn’t realize that you needn’t have bright lights in your eyes for it to be migraine. My headaches had become much worse and I thought they might be killing me. Like many nurses in training, I had often mistakenly diagnosed myself with brain tumours and other nasty illnesses. It was time for me to get help, and I went to my doctor.

For me, the important first step in coping was getting help when I needed it and identifying the headache, which came as a relief. The next steps were to learn about my migraine, discover my own triggers and make changes to aspects of my lifestyle that were not helping me at all. As a young nurse I was always anxious, making sure that I was doing my best, and the wards could be hot, stressful places for both staff and patients. Irregular hours were another problem outside my control. I would barely recover from one week of night duty before it was my turn again.

I had to make changes. I discovered that infrequent meals and lack of fluids were significant personal triggers that I could do something about. I forced myself to drink more water even when I wasn’t thirsty and had regular snacks. I also stayed awake on my first day off night duty, so that I could recover my sleeping pattern more quickly. These simple strategies made a real difference to the frequency of my attacks.

Learning to cope with my migraine has been a journey that has taken many years. It was a happy coincidence that I worked at the City of London Migraine Clinic. It is a subject very close to my heart. I only wish I had known then what I know now. I could have understood earlier that migraine is more than just headache and is really a whole process. Our doctors and patients often described migraine as kind of body ‘power cut’. No wonder I would always feel ghastly for days!

My migraine attacks still happen from time to time, despite my best efforts. So, importantly, I’ve had to find treatments that work for me. These have changed a few times, and working at the Clinic has helped me know what to do for the best. Keeping one step ahead is ongoing. You can’t forget that you are prone to migraine attacks – they don’t let you. However, by understanding my own migraine and triggers and by finding effective treatments, I have gained more control. I have eventually learned to cope with my attacks. Although they occasionally stop me in my tracks, I usually know why. I no longer live in fear of migraine, as I have done at times in my life.

Coping with headaches

Although there are no miracle cures for migraine or other kinds of headache, there are effective treatments and so much you can do to help yourself. A combination of approaches can really make a difference.

I believe that it is important to try to recognize what type of headaches you have. This can be difficult because even experts argue over names, and more than one headache type can occur at the same time. However, the reassurance of knowing what you are dealing with will stop you from worrying about it. You can then concentrate on how best to deal with the headaches. These are the first steps to assuming control and learning to cope. Unfortunately, there are no quick fixes. It isn’t easy – often it is a process of trial and error, and sometimes there can be relapses. You will still have to make allowances for your headaches, but aim
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