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The Headache of Dealing with a Migraine
during Pregnancy

“I can’t get rid of it fast enough!” Caroline was 5 months pregnant and at her wits end when she contacted
MotherToBaby. “My migraine is so bad that I can barely get out of bed, but I feel like there’s nothing I can do about it
since I’m pregnant. I don’t want to harm the baby!” We often get questions like Caroline’s from women planning a
pregnancy or already pregnant who would like information on the prevention and treatment of migraine headaches, so
I start by asking Caroline what she would have used if she weren’t pregnant. Caroline told me that she would have
taken ibuprofen and or sumatriptan.

Migraine preventions and treatments fall into three basic categories:

Over the counter remedies such as aspirin or other NSAIDs, or acetaminophen with or without caffeine.

Prescription medications such as opioids, various anticonvulsants, triptans, tricyclic antidepressants and
beta blockers.

Alternative therapies such as Botox or other nerve block injections, massage therapy, acupuncture, high
doses of magnesium, or essential oils.

Most women have tried more than one therapy that has failed before they find one or a combination of products that
will work for them. Migraines can be very debilitating, so the thought of having to go without a prevention or treatment
that works can be very anxiety producing. Yes, it is true that some women find that their migraines disappear during
pregnancy, but in others, they become more frequent. Having a plan for prevention and treatment, just in case, is
necessary. We can help with the development of that plan by providing migraine sufferers with evidence-based
information about the safety of various treatments during pregnancy (and also while breastfeeding!). Below is a brief
summary of many common migraine medications and treatments, but we encourage you to visit our Fact Sheets or
contact our experts for more detailed information.

Over the Counter Remedies

Typically, non-steroidal anti-inflammatory medications like aspirin, naproxen and ibuprofen are not recommended in
pregnancy.

Acetaminophen alone does not always provide relief for a migraine, but its use should not be of great concern
depending on how much or how often it is needed.

https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/
https://mothertobaby.org/contact/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/naproxen/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/ibuprofen-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/acetaminophen-pregnancy/
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Caffeine can sometimes be added to enhance the relief of a migraine in some individuals. Typically, such doses of
caffeine are not expected to create an increased chance for adverse pregnancy outcome.  For further guidance on
caffeine, see our fact sheet.

Other over the counter remedies that fall into the herbal or supplement categories are also not recommended since
they are not well regulated or studied for safety. See our fact sheet on herbal supplements.

Prescription Medications

Many women find that over-the-counter products are not helpful enough and turn to healthcare providers for
prescription medication relief. Prevention of the headache in the first place is key for some. 

Beta blockers have been around a long time and used daily for migraine prevention in some individuals. Studies do not
suggest that their use in pregnancy is high risk. See our Fact Sheets on metoprolol and propranolol for additional
information.

The tricyclic antidepressants, such as amitriptyline and nortriptyline, are older drugs that have been successful in
some at the prevention of migraine headaches when used daily. They too have not been found to be high risk products
when used in pregnancy.

Other medications such as certain anticonvulsants have been used to prevent or reduce the severity or frequency of
migraines. However, these medications have more complex concerns when used in pregnancy. The chance for
complications in pregnancy must be individually and carefully weighed against the benefits of keeping migraines in
check.

The “triptan” products were designed specifically to treat migraine headaches and include sumatriptan, rizatriptan,
frovatriptan and naratriptan. As the “triptan” medication that has been around the longest time, sumatriptan has
relatively reassuring data on use during pregnancy.

Opioids are used to treat the extreme pain caused by migraines. While they are not typically found to cause a
significant increased chance for birth defects, regular use can create problems later in pregnancy or after birth. In
some cases, their use may cause rebound headaches and therefore create more need for treatment.

Alternative Therapies

Migraines can be really difficult to prevent or treat, and some women turn to alternative therapies. Botox, bupivacaine,
or lidocaine injections have been used as nerve blockers to treat migraines.  However, it may not be best to try these
out for the first time during a pregnancy.

Some non-pharmaceutical options include massage therapy and acupuncture. Your healthcare provider may be able to
refer you to someone who has experience implementing these treatments with pregnant women.

https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/caffeine-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/herbal-products-pregnancy/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/beta-blockers/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/metoprolol/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/propranolol/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/amitriptyline/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/nortriptyline-fs/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/sumatriptan-pregnancy/
https://www.webmd.com/drugs/drug-22254-frovatriptan+oral.aspx
https://www.webmd.com/drugs/drug-6425-naratriptan+hcl+oral.aspx
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/opioids/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/onabotulinumtoxina/
https://mothertobaby.org/baby-blog/botox-baby-what-we-know-about-the-risks-during-pregnancy-breastfeeding/
https://mothertobaby.org/fact-sheets/lidocaine/
https://mothertobaby.org/baby-blog/the-pain-of-pregnancy-can-massage-or-acupuncture-safely-help/
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Essential oils are used topically or in a diffuser. Be careful not to ingest any. If you are nursing or have an infant, be
sure not to leave oils on your body where they might accidently ingest them.

We have had questions about the use of high doses of magnesium to curb migraines. We cannot recommend this
option and suggest that you seek out the advice of your healthcare provider to determine if such treatment would be
helpful or wise. 

The Takeaway

I gave Caroline a summary of what is known about her usual migraine treatments, and suggested she have a
conversation with her healthcare provider to discuss a safer alternative to ibuprofen and whether her provider would
suggest any other changes to her treatment plan. The bottom-line is the benefits of some treatments may outweigh
the risks of not treating migraines. A healthy mama from toe to head (especially a pain-free head) is best for baby too.

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, June 22, 2023.

https://mothertobaby.org/baby-blog/slippery-topic-essential-oils-pregnancy/

