Needles For Migraines: Can Acupuncture Ease

the Pain?
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If you've ever canceled plans, missed work, or had to avoid loud or brightly lit
environments because of a migraine, you're not alone. The throbbing pain,
nausea, and sensitivity to light can be debilitating, stealing hours or even days
from your life. Yet effective relief may be closer than you think.

The American Migraine Foundation reports that one in four households in the
United States and over 1 billion people worldwide experience migraines annually.
Migraine headaches are intermittent, with episodes that can last from several
hours to three days, and individuals typically experience pain in the forehead or
temple area of their head.

When migraine headaches occur, a person may be unable to go to school, work, or
care for their family if they are in pain. As a healthcare professional, I have seen
the strain that migraines place on individuals' quality of life.
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Pharmaceutical drugs are the first line of defense against acute and chronic
migraine episodes. But what if there were a more natural solution? Can
acupuncture complement drug therapies, ease a person’s migraine pain, and
improve their quality of life?

Why Do People Get Migraines?

The exact cause of migraines is unknown, but genetics may play a role. Migraines
occur more often in women than in men. When a migraine does occur, specific
nerves in your blood vessels send pain signals to your brain. This triggers the

release of inflammatory substances that trigger migraines.

Real World Relief: Stories from My Practice

I've witnessed this inflammatory cascade firsthand in my practice and have seen
how targeted interventions can interrupt it.

During a physical therapy treatment session one day, I helped a young mother
decrease her migraine pain by 50% in 15 minutes through the use of a
self-administered manual acupressure treatment using two acupuncture points on
both of her hands.

On another occasion, I had the privilege to give acupuncture treatments to a
40-year-old woman who had migraine headaches since age 11 from a traumatic
brain injury. Throughout 12 treatments, I reduced her monthly headache episodes
and sensitivity to light by 90%.

Everyday Lifestyle and Food Triggers

Common triggers activate these nerves, blood vessels, and inflammatory
substances in the brain, causing migraines. Lifestyle triggers may include stress,
hormonal changes, changes in sleep patterns, or even the weather.
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Daily habits such as missing a meal, too much physical activity, the use of addictive
substances like caffeine, tobacco, and alcohol, or exposure to bright lights, loud
noises, or strong odors, may also trigger a migraine.

Food triggers include aged cheese, food additives like nitrates or MSG, fermented
or pickled foods, and chocolate.

Acupuncture’s Role in Easing Migraine Pain

Acupuncture is a treatment technique over 2,000 years old and part of traditional
Chinese medicine. Acupuncture enhances health and well-being through fine,
sterile needles that research suggests may regulate nervous system inflammation.

Acupuncture may help individuals experience reduced pain and fewer headache
episodes per month, enhancing their quality of life by enabling them to participate
in family, work, school, or recreational activities. In 33 of 68 studies reviewed,
“acupuncture showed persistent, exceptional, and clinically relevant benefits for
migraine in terms of lessening the severity of the headache, migraine attack
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duration, headache frequency, the number of headache days, and the days of

acute medication use.” (Chen, et al., 2022)

In 9 of 10 trials that used a medication group as a control, acupuncture showed
more favorable effects than medication. “Compared to migraine medications,
acupuncture had a superior long-term impact.”

The research supports that acupuncture most likely plays a role in reducing the
inflammation that occurs in your brain during a migraine.
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How Does Acupuncture Reduce Brain
Inflammation?

In the 68 studies reviewed, researchers found that acupuncture regulates
neuroinflammation that causes migraines.

The inflammatory response is a complex bodily process that requires
communication among the immune, nervous, and circulatory systems in response
to tissue injury or infection.
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Acupuncture may help reduce brain inflammation by:

e Lowering certain substances (i.e., neuropeptides) in the brain that usually
excite the trigeminal nerve, which is involved in processing migraine pain

e Inhibiting immune cells in the brain

e Reducing substances that cause inflammation and irritate the trigeminal
nerve and blood supply

e Acupuncture may also reduce nerve sensitivity in migraine-related brain
areas by lowering cytokine levels. These are specialized immune cells that
control the growth of other cells.

Is There Brain Imaging Research That Shows

Acupuncture Can Help Relieve Migraine Pain?

Neuroimaging studies have shown that acupuncture can provide both short-term
and sustained relief for migraines. While it's unclear how acupuncture works for
short-term relief, sustained relief comes from regulating pain-related brain
networks, including the frontal lobe, emotional center (i.e., amygdala), and other
descending nerve pathways to the body. Though limited by sample sizes and cost,
neuroimaging studies demonstrate the usefulness of acupuncture in treating

migraines.

The Final Word

The current research evidence strongly supports acupuncture’s effectiveness in
reducing both the frequency and severity of migraines, even though how it works
is still being explored.

Acupuncture is a promising complementary therapy for those seeking relief from
migraines, primarily when traditional medications do not provide people with
adequate relief or undesirable side effects are experienced.
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Acupuncture may provide immediate relief or sustained health benefits for
individuals with migraines, enhancing how brain networks process the pain
experience, improving their quality of life.

Interested in learning how acupuncture may reduce the frequency and intensity of
your migraine episodes and improve your overall well-being? Check out the
resources below, speak to your doctor, or a licensed acupuncturist today to begin
your healing journey!

Further Reading

Migraine Signs & Symptoms

Diagnosis & Treatment - American Migraine Foundation

Migraine 101

Migraine: What It Is, Types, Causes, Symptoms & Treatments
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