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Addressing Pain Interference
Headache pain has two parts: the pain itself and
the way pain interferes with your day to day life.
Pain interference is the way pain stops you from
participating in everyday activities that you
enjoy, such as work and leisure. Reducing pain 
interference involves taking slow, progressive 
steps towards getting your life back.

Resources
There is a lot of information available on
headaches, but where can you find the most
up to date information?

n	NINDS Headache Information Page
	 http://www.ninds.nih.gov/disorders/
	 headache/headache.htm
n	American Pain Foundation
	 http://www.painfoundation.org/learn/
	 programs/military-veterans/
n	National Headache Foundation
	 http://www.headaches.org/education/
	 Headache_Topic_Sheets

Do You Need More Help?
If you feel your headache problems have
reached the point where you need more help,
please contact your VA provider. In the case
of a life-threatening emergency, call 911 or go
to the emergency room of your local hospital
or the VA.

T e a m  U p :

Try these steps for managing 
pain interference:

Identify a goal that will encourage you to be 
more active. Consider what activities you have 
dropped. For example, do you wish you could 
exercise more? Play with your kids more? Go to 
school? Start by identifying your goal.

Goal:

Write out the small steps you need to take to 
reach your goal. You will make the most progress 
toward your goal by planning a series of small 
steps. For example, if you want to start exercising, 
you can start small by walking around the block 
once a day. Write out your first steps here:

Step 1:

Step 2:

Step 3:

Enlist help. Identify a friend or family member 
who can help you achieve your goal and hold 
you accountable!

Friend / Family:
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Think all headaches 
are the same? Think again!  

There are many types of headaches. Some people 
experience more than one type of headache. The 
most frequent types of headaches are:
n	 Migraines – Pulsing pain that lasts several
	 hours and may be marked by sensitivity
	 to light, nausea, and odd visual experiences.
n	 Tension headaches – Pain in the forehead,
	 neck, or back of head, typically with a pulsing
	 sensation, that are of variable length.
n	 Medication overuse headaches – These are
	 headaches that sometimes occur when too
	 much medication is used to treat pain. 
	 Pain is typically all over, and experienced as 
	 a pressing feeling.
n	 Posttraumatic headaches – These headaches
	 start after a physical injury and can occur 
	 anywhere in the head. They are similar to
	 migraines in symptoms.

Figuring out what makes your headaches  
better or worse is the first step in headache 
management.

Tracking Your Headaches 

T e a m  U p :

Fill out a journal entry for your
most recent headache. 

Can you identify any possible 
headache triggers?

Types of
Headaches

Managing Headaches

Relaxation and
Deep BreathingThe causes, or triggers, of your headaches can be 

hard to determine. Try keeping a journal for two 
weeks to identify headache triggers. A trigger can 
be almost anything, including foods, medications, 
emotions, and your surroundings. After two weeks, 
closely review your journal to see if you can identify 
any shared triggers of your headaches. Small 
lifestyle changes may be possible to avoid  
these triggers.

A good headache journal contains: 

n	The date and time
n	What you were doing and where you were
	 in the hour before the headache
n	Thoughts or feelings you had in the hour
	 before the headache
n	Location of pain
n	Type of pain
n	Pain intensity on a 1-10 scale
n	Medications taken before and during the headache
n	What you did during the headache

If you cannot identify triggers or if the triggers
are unavoidable, follow up with your provider.

Muscle tightness associated with stress is a
leading cause of headaches. Both tension and
migraine headaches can develop from muscle
tightness. Learning to avoid or relieve muscle
tightness through relaxation may help to reduce
the frequency and severity of your headaches.

Developing relaxation skills takes practice and
time. Here are some things to try for at least 20
minutes a day:

1.	 Breathe deeply from your stomach (not your
	 chest). Slowly take at least 10 of these breaths –
	 you will feel your body relaxing more with
	 each breath.

2.	 While breathing deeply, slowly repeat a calming 
	 word or phrase to help focus your mind on 
	 being calm (e.g., “let it go” or “relax”).

3.	 Try visualizing a relaxing scene either from real 
	 life or your imagination. Incorporate as many 
	 senses as possible to help make the scene as vivid 
	 as you can in your mind (i.e. smell of salt air, 
	 softness of earth beneath
	 your toes, warmth of
	 the sun on your skin).

T e a m  U p :

Practice taking a few deep 
breaths now.


