Diet and headaches:
There is some debate about whether certain foods may trigger headaches - especially migraines. Although many people think that their headaches are related to food this can be hard to prove. The commonest   foods that people link to headaches are 

· Cheese

· Chocolate

· Citrus fruits – including juice

· Caffeine

· Alcohol
It may be worth cutting out a food from your diet if there is a clear link between that food and the headaches. If this appears to be successful, it is still sensible to try the particular food every so often to make sure that the headaches did not just get better by chance.
The strongest link between diet and headaches is not drinking and eating enough during the day. It is easier and best to prevent headaches by eating and drinking through the day. 

Non-medical treatments:
If headaches are made worse by stress or tension, then it is useful to address this. If there is an obvious cause, such as school or events at home, then this can be discussed. Children should be encouraged to talk about what is worrying them and should be taken seriously.

For children who seem to be naturally tense, relaxation exercises may help. Yoga or breathing exercises are popular as is simple massage, going for a walk, having a warm bath. It is certainly worth trying alternative therapies, such as herbal teas, as these may be of benefit. If trying these, it is necessary to make sure that they are safe, and do not cost too much money.  




Drugs:

Often the oldest drugs work best. For headaches that need drugs, Paracetamol or Ibuprofen would be the first choice. Ideally, they should be taken as early as possible into an attack. Ibuprofen is better than paracetamol for migraine. Occasionally stronger drugs are needed. 

There are a number of over-the-counter migraine remedies; a pharmacist may advise if there are any that are particularly suitable, depending on the symptoms.

Preventer drugs.

There are not any drugs that will prevent stress/tension headaches. For frequent migraines there are a number of drugs, which may be helpful as preventers.
Some ‘natural’ treatments- available at health food shops or online. may be of benefit either alone or together – these include:

· Coenzyme Q10, (ubiquinone) trials have shown that it can significantly reduce the number of migraine attacks. The recommended dose is about 150mg/day, but many people have found much smaller doses to be effective.
· Riboflavin (vitamin B2) at doses up to 400mg /day

· Magnesium 400-600mg/day – although this can cause diarrhoea   
Melatonin, a natural hormone, may have similar benefits at a dose of 3mg/day – but causes sleepiness so should be taken at night. 
If these don’t work, there are prescription drugs, such as pizotifen or propranolol or topiramate. However, these are more likely to have side effects so they should only be used rarely, when the number of migraines is really interfering with life.

Outlook

Happily, many children will grow out of their headaches. For those that don’t, many of the headaches become more manageable as they get older.  
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for a list of symptoms that should be taken seriously: HeadSmart – early diagnosis of brain tumours
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Headaches in young people 

Headaches are surprisingly common in childhood. Although they often cause considerable pain and distress, they are hardly ever due to a serious medical problem.

How common are they?

Although we suspect that headaches can occur in very young children, and even babies this can be hard to prove, because they may cry but can’t explain what is hurting. 

By the age of seven, almost half of all children will have had some kind of headache, with one child in twenty likely to have frequent and severe headaches. Of all the people that will ever develop migraines, almost a quarter of them will start before the age of 10.

By the age of 15, about ¾ of all children will have had headaches. One teenager in 5 will have frequent headaches, usually tension headaches or migraine.

How can you tell if it is serious?

If you experience any of the following features then we may need to do further tests to rule out a more serious problem.

· A headache that has only been present for a short time. – Although most people worry if a headache has been present for a long time, doctors are more likely to worry if it has only been present for a short time. Anything serious will get worse over time, so it is less worrying, if not less painful, if a headache has continued unchanged for at least 3-6 months. 

· Worsening headache – pain that causes waking at night, is made worse with coughing or sneezing or going to the toilet.  

· A change in headache symptoms

· Loss of skills.

· Seizures/fits

Change in behaviour, ability, school performance or personality – such as work becoming more difficult or writing less clearly. 
We may detect other features such as a raised blood pressure. If none of these features are present it is unlikely that the headaches will be caused by anything serious. Which means that we still need to treat the pain, but don’t need to worry as much about the cause.

Are scans helpful?

Most of the time, scans are not needed in dealing with children with headaches, and we can rely on the history and examination to identify those children who may need scanning. 

There are two types of scans, CT and MRI. CT scans are quick and easy. They are usually well tolerated.  Their major drawback is that they expose the brain to quite a high dose of radiation, so should not be done without a good reason. 

MRI scans do not involve radiation, but the scanner can be scary, many younger children will need to have a general anaesthetic to stay still enough for a successful scan. Again, we need to judge carefully if this is really needed. 

Can you tell what type of headache it is?
This can actually be quite difficult. It is quite common to suffer from different types of headaches, which can cause different symptoms at different times. 

Pain: All headaches cause pain, and it can be quite hard to judge how severe the pain really is. Often people think that if a child is missing a lot of school, then they must be getting terrible headaches. However, there may be lots of reasons why children may not want to go to school, so this does not help us establish how much pain the child is really in. A much more useful question is to ask if the headaches have been bad enough to make you miss something that you really wanted to do. – Or, if you had a headache and your favourite band or football team asked you to play with them, would you be able to take a tablet and go or would you have to say ‘No thanks, maybe another time’   

Migraine: Migraines can present in a number of ways. A classical migraine consists of an extremely severe throbbing headache, which is often more marked on one side of the head, together with some disturbance of vision and nausea, with or without vomiting. The headache is usually made worse by noise and light and most people with a migraine will want to lie down in a quiet, dark room.
Migraines are usually so severe that it is impossible to do anything during one. A migraine can last from an hour or so to a few days. 
Once the migraine has cleared, the child should be pain free- until the next migraine. We sometimes say that migraine pains are ‘all or nothing.’ When it’s there, it’s really painful but when it goes-it’s completely gone.

 Often a pattern develops, so that migraines give the same symptoms every time. Because of this, they usually become less frightening.  
Occasionally migraines might cause weakness down one side of the body, or loss of speech or vision. 

Stress or Tension headaches: These are caused by stress or tension in the muscles of the head and neck. Although they might be linked to the stresses and tensions of everyday life, they can just as easily occur in children who ‘don’t have a care in the world.’ Common triggers are discussed later on.
Tension headaches tend to be present continuously for a long time - weeks, months or even years. The level of pain can vary but is rarely very severe. Although children may miss a lot of school, they will usually mange to do the things that they really want to do.

Combination headaches: There can be quite a lot of overlap between migraines and tension headaches. Stress or tension can cause migraines, and migraines can cause stress. It is quite common for children to have more than one type of headache. For example, they may have a continuous stress headache made worse by occasional migraines.

Other headaches: It is important to rule out sinus disease or tooth decay as a cause of headaches other physical causes, are rare in children. 

Treatment

Prevention is better than cure. There are a number of things, which can cause headaches to happen, or to make them worse. Sometimes very simple changes can have amazing results. The following can all contribute to bringing on headaches - or making them worse. These are more likely to be triggers for stress/tension headaches but may also be a trigger for migraines.

· Anxiety: Some children worry about particular things, such as home life or school, whereas quite a lot of other children just worry about anything, everything and nothing! 

       Worries about school often get better in the holidays, but not always. After all, you do not have to be there to worry about it!
· Drinking: Very few children drink enough during the school day. This can cause mild dehydration, which can bring on headaches, as well as making it harder to concentrate. Making sure children drink during the day normally gives great benefits. Incidentally, water fountains provide hardly any water. To ensure a proper fluid intake, children should take a sports bottle into school with them, and be encouraged to drink from it regularly.
· Hunger: or a low blood sugar. Eating well is important - especially having a good breakfast.
· Caffeine and alcohol: can cause headaches and should be avoided as much as possible 

· Teeth problems: Dental decay, wearing braces or teeth grinding can all contribute to headaches- if these are present it is worth going to the dentist. 
· Eyes: Uncorrected vision problems should be treated. a visit to the optician (optometrist) may be helpful.
· Too much time playing computer games or watching TV is likely to make things worse.
· Excessive tiredness: due to poor sleeping or going to bed too late
· School bags: These are often very heavy. It is not unusual for children to be carrying a weight that would be banned by health and safety regulations if they were working adults! Reducing the load can help with headaches.
· Poor posture: Often from too much time on the computer or phone.
· Hair: Anything which pulls on your hair, such as plaiting, braiding beading or straightening hair can make headaches worse 
