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Migraines, though not life threatening, can cause disability and greatly affect 

quality of life.  Recent research indicates that abstaining from any medications for 

migraines for 3 to 6 months can dramatically reduce the frequency and severity of 

migraines.  But how to decrease migraines without medication? Acupuncture is a 

nonpharmacological modality and has been shown to decrease migraine incidence1 

(in one study better than topamax2).   In another study verum acupuncture not only 

successfully reduced migraine incidence but also reduced the autonomic response 

to valsalva maneuver3, implying an autonomic connection.  Increasing 

parasympathetic tone is the focus of pharmaceutical device companies4 in targeting 

transcutaneous vagal stimulation for migraine treatment.  These therapies are not 

without risks5. Acupuncture has been shown to stabilize autonomic response6, and 

increase parasympathetic tone7.  The author routinely documents this increase with 

Heart Rate Variability monitoring in conjunction with effective acupuncture 

treatment. This improved autonomic balance and stability, or increased resilience, 

may be part of the physiological basis of acupuncture’s effectiveness. In the clinic, 

patients describe sensations that would usually lead to a full blown migraine, but 

after a series of acupuncture treatments, the migraine never develops. The patient 

has become “hardier”, or more resilient. 

In addition to acupuncture for migraine, points are added to increase 

parasympathetic activity.   Helpful adjuncts are ear tacks, if tolerated by the patient, 

in the cymbaconcha region of the ear.  If poor sleep is a trigger (or even if not), 

melatonin (3mg) has been shown to be a more effective  preventative8 than 

amitryptiline with minimal side effects. If migraines are related to the menstrual 

cycle (in Traditional Chinese Medicine a signal of blood stagnation or deficiency) 

an iron supplement can be recommended. Though treatment can take months to 

achieve optimal reduction in migraines, sometimes they are reduced in a few 

sessions. 
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