Tension-type headaches

Also known as: muscle contraction headaches, chronic daily headaches, medication overuse headaches, transformed migraine.

These are the commonest types of headache and also one of the commonest reasons for people to consult a Neurologist.

How are they diagnosed?

Doctors can diagnose these headaches by their characteristic features. The pain is very long lasting or continuous and resistant to painkillers. It tends to occur along the muscular attachments to the skull – mostly at the front or back of the head. It can be localised to one side or one place. Often there is scalp tenderness or very sharp shooting pains. Headaches are associated with blurred vision, dizziness, poor concentration, forgetfulness, irritability and disturbed sleep.

Do I need a brain scan?

A brain scan is only rarely needed, if there are unusual features. Brain scans are of limited use in diagnosing headaches, and should be avoided unless necessary due to the high dose of X-ray radiation involved.

What causes tension-type headaches?

The exact cause is unknown, but they are thought to result from muscle contractions in the scalp. There are a few well-known causes:

Stress and worry make these headaches more severe and cause them in some cases.

Use of regular painkillers makes these headaches worse – particularly addictive tablets such as codeine, dihydrocodeine or tramadol. These drugs should never be taken for headaches and need to be stopped as soon as possible. The headaches will get worse for a few days before they get better.

Migraine sufferers often get tension-type headaches with migraines superimposed. It is important to note that frequent use of anti-migraine tablets can also make these headaches worse.

Temperomandibular joint dysfunction is often caused by clenching the teeth at night. It causes a particular type of  muscular headache and will be cured by wearing a tooth protector at night. These are only available from dentists.

Disturbed sleep is often the most important factor in causing these headaches and the headaches will often not go away until sufferers can get a restful deep sleep.

How are tension-type headaches treated?

Most of these headaches are cured by a combination of three approaches:

Stop all regular painkiller medication, even paracetamol. These tablets perpetuate the headaches and prevent them getting better.

Try low dose tricyclic tablets; the only drug treatment found to be effective. One tablet taken at night will gradually resolve the headaches over several weeks or months. The tablets can be stopped a few months after the headache stops. Side effects include slight drowsiness and dry mouth. These tablets are safe and non-addictive. Amitriptyline is the most commonly prescribed and is available from your General Practitioner.

Try non-drug treatments such as scalp massage, the application of hot or cold compresses, acupuncture or relaxation. All have been shown to be helpful.

Above all..

Don`t worry! The headaches are harmless and will eventually improve if you follow the instructions above. Good luck!

