Medication overuse headache [1]
Cause

Symptoms

A

B

Original headache
Fear of new headache

After medication
is stopped:
withdrawal headache

Increasingly frequent taking of
painkillers
(> 10 x per month)

Continuous pain, usually
affecting the whole head on
both sides.
It generally occurs daily, on at
least 15 days per month.
Pain is mostly dull and drilling
or pressing, rarely stabbing or
pulsating.

Increased pain
perception
(learning process)

Level of pain: moderate to
severe
Accompanying symptoms:
commonly nausea, need for
rest and sensitivity to light or
noise

C
Breaking the vicious circle by
withdrawal of medication
+ stress management training and
relaxation

On outpatient basis with
intensive monitoring by
doctor or psychotherapist
or
in a day clinic or as
inpatient

Follow-up
treatment and
preventive
treatment of the
original pain
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Treatment [2]

Medication overuse headache [1]
B Symptoms

The aim is to break the “vicious circle”. This is only
possible through the sole effective measure, withdrawal of medication.

The cause is mostly the regular
taking of painkillers, particularly for
migraine or tension-type headache.
Women are considerably more
commonly affected than men.

Accompanying behavioural therapy (stress management, progressive relaxation) increases the prospects of success.

Two “vicious circles” arise:
1. Long-term use lowers the pain
threshold and consequently leads
to intensified perception of pain.
A “learning process” of taking a
painkiller “early” occurs.
2. Stopping the painkiller leads to
intensification of pain (rebound effect). This too can lead to increased
use of painkillers.

C Treatment [2]

Continuous pain, usually affecting the whole head bilaterally.
It generally occurs daily, on at
least 15 days per month.
The pain is generally dull and
drilling or pressing, more rarely
stabbing or pulsating.

Also crucial to the success of withdrawal are patient
education, involvement of the partner and close monitoring by the doctor and psychotherapist.
Taking into account the overall problem, the administration of an antidepressant in the acute phase is appropriate.

Level of pain: moderate to
severe.

If the level of motivation is high and there is good social
support, withdrawal can take place on an outpatient
basis, otherwise it should be carried out in an inpatient
setting.

Accompanying symptoms:
commonly nausea, need for rest
and sensitivity to light or noise.

To avoid a relapse, professional follow-up treatment
and preventive treatment of the original pain are
necessary.
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