
What is a migraine?

A migraine is a very severe headache that tends 
to come back again and again. Many migraine
sufferers have symptoms that interfere with daily
activities. Migraine is a disease that requires
evaluation and treatment by your doctor.

How do I know if my headache 
is a migraine?

A migraine may include these symptoms:
■ Moderate to severe

headache pain lasting 
4 to 72 hours or more

■ Throbbing pain on one 
or both sides of the head

■ Nausea or vomiting
■ Sensitivity to sound, light or odors
■ Pain that worsens with movement
■ Feeling cold or sweating

Not all people have the same symptoms; however,
each migraine sufferer generally has the same
symptoms with each migraine headache.

What causes a migraine?

Researchers believe that chemical or electrical
imbalances in the brain cause migraines. 
Migraine triggers may include:
■ Bright lights, loud noises or strong odors
■ Emotional stress
■ Certain foods (e.g., cheese, caffeine, etc.)
■ Changes in the weather
■ Menstrual cycle/oral contraceptives
■ Alcohol and certain medications

Are there warning signs 
preceding migraines?

Yes. You may experience warning signs before the
start of a migraine, such as:
■ Fatigue ■ Irritability
■ Food cravings ■ Anxiety
■ Excessive yawning ■ Restlessness
■ Feeling depressed

Some migraine sufferers experience “auras” that
generally happen 15 to 30 minutes before the
migraine starts. An aura may affect your vision.
For example, you may see flashing lights, zigzags or
lose part of your vision in one or both eyes. An
aura may include prickly or burning sensations
and muscle weakness on one side of your body.

What should I do if I feel 
a migraine starting?

If you know that a migraine is about to occur, or
you are in the early stage of a migraine attack, you
can take medication to stop the attack or reduce
its severity. 

Keep in mind that overuse of medication may
lead to “rebound” headaches. A rebound
headache may occur as the medication begins to
wear off. If you use medication to stop headaches
at least twice a week, your medicine may actually
be causing headaches. Your doctor can discuss
medication options with you and how to avoid
rebound headaches.

You may also experience some relief by holding 
an icepack to your forehead or temples and lying
down in a quiet, dark room.

ASK YOUR PHYSICIAN

Should I ask about preventive
medications?

You should discuss preventive medications with
your doctor if any of the following characteristics
describe your headache:
■ You get headaches more than two times 

per month
■ Your headaches produce symptoms lasting three

days or more
■ You use medications at the onset of a 

headache two times a week or more
■ Your current medications to treat migraine

attacks are ineffective in controlling headaches

When choosing your
medication, your 
doctor considers
several important
factors, including
type of headache,
symptoms, other
illnesses you have
and other medica-
tions you take. One preventive drug does not
work for all migraine sufferers. 

Preventive medications may not eliminate all
migraines but should reduce the number of
headaches you experience. These medications 
are taken daily, regardless of whether or not you
feel a headache starting. Many people see up to 
a 50 percent reduction in headaches with
preventive medications.

How can a treatment plan help me?

A treatment plan identifies realistic goals and
expectations for treating your migraines. You and
your physician work together to develop a plan
that is right for you. It is your plan — you must
be committed to giving it a try.

Your treatment plan should seek to:
■ Identify and control triggers that may lead 

to a migraine
■ Describe the medications you will use to

prevent and treat migraines
■ Encourage a healthy lifestyle

You can help your doctor develop a treatment
plan by keeping a diary of your headaches,
including the date, time, length, location and
symptoms. Also, make a list of medications you
take and other illnesses you have. These are
important factors your doctor considers when
choosing medications.

What if I’m still having migraines?

Migraine is a complex disorder — one therapy
does not work for all people. Even after seeing
your doctor and taking medication, you may still
have migraines that interrupt your daily activities.

If you continue to experience headaches, schedule
another appointment with your doctor to talk
about other treatment options. There are several
alternative medications for your doctor to select,
and you might benefit from changing drugs.
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