
 

 

Family Medicine Clerkship  
Plain Language Summary Migraine Prevention Drugs 

 
Title:  Choosing the Right Medication to Prevent Migraine Headaches 
 
Name:  David Roy, MS4 
 
Plain Language Summary:   
 
What are Migraine Headaches? 
 
Most people feel some kind of head pain at times during their lives. Migraine headaches 
are different than most. Sufferers describe them as a severe throbbing pain that is often 
located on one side of the head. There is usually nausea and an increased sensitivity to 
light and sound with these headaches. They can sometimes be brought on by physical or 
emotional stress, and can be severe enough to force their sufferers to lie down in a dark 
room until they feel better. Migraine headaches develop after an odd, uneasy feeling, or 
sometimes after ‘seeing spots’ in some people. This is called an aura. People with 
symptoms of migraine headaches should be evaluated by a doctor to make sure a more 
serious cause of headache is not present. 

 
When should I take medicines to decrease how often I get migraine headaches? 
 
Most migraine headaches are able to be treated with over-the-counter pain relievers and 
rest. Sometimes special prescription medicines called Triptans are used to stop the 
migraine attacks as soon as they start. Doctors prescribe medicines to decrease the 
number and severity of migraine headaches when they occur too often to tolerate with 
normal medicines. These are known as ‘preventative’ or ‘prophylactic’ medications. 
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Which preventative medicine is right for me? 
 
Your doctor will weigh the risks and benefits each medicine has to offer when choosing 
which medicine is right for you. Three main types of medicines have been shown to cut 
down the number of migraines. Each has its own list of possible side-effects. Some heart 
drugs, like propanolol, can help. They also may cause low blood pressure, dizziness and 
may even worsen depression. Medicines for depression, such as amitriptyline, are also 
effective, but have side effects of dry mouth, weight gain, and fatigue. Some seizure 
medicines, like topiramate, have been proven to help migraines. Unfortunately, they can 
cause fatigue, mental-slowing, and weight loss. In addition, some of the seizure 
medicines may be difficult to afford if you do not have health insurance. You should 
speak with your doctor about which medicines can help you control your migraines.  
They will recommend one that you can tolerate and afford. 
 
 
Additional Resources: 
 
National Headache Foundation guide on Migraine Headaches: 
http://www.headaches.org/education/Tools_for_Sufferers/Headache_-
_Frequently_Asked_Questions/MIGRAINE 
 
Mayo Clinic patient guide for Migraine Headaches: 
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/migraine-headache/DS00120 
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