Letter to Editor

Yoga as an Add-on Therapy in the Management of Migraine

Sir,

Migraine is a chronic neurological condition which is
associated with pain, disability, and impaired quality of
life.l!' A recent study reported that the 1 year prevalence of
migraine is about 14.12% in India.”! Both pharmacological and
nonpharmacological strategies have been recommended for the
management of migraine.® The guidelines for the management
of migraine in India suggest nonpharmacological treatment for
those who have: (i) poor tolerance/medical contraindications/or
insufficient response to pharmacologic treatment and (ii) been
diagnosed with high stress levels.™ For such patients, tailored
behavioral and physical therapies, which can reduce their stress
levels in addition to the management of migraine, have been
proposed.’! Yoga is an ancient lifestyle intervention which
includes changes in behavior, physical exercises in the form of
specific postures (asanas), breathing techniques (pranayamas),
and relaxation techniques.” Yoga in stress management is
widely reported. Due to this, there is an increasing interest
in the use of yoga as a nonpharmacological approach in the
management of migraine.l) With this background, there have
been attempts to assess the effectiveness, suitability, and
safety of yoga either alone or as an add-on treatment in the
management of migraine.

There have been four studies on the therapeutic benefits
of yoga for migraine. A 2007 study reported 72 patients
of both sexes (16 males) with migraine without aura who
were randomized to the two groups.! One group received
yoga therapy for 5 days/week (60 min/day) for 12 weeks,
whereas the other group received educational sessions on
migraine (1 session/month). Both groups were allowed to
take similar acute medication prescribed by neurologists,
if required, but not to use any other symptomatic medication.
After 12 weeks, compared to the control group, the yoga
group showed a significant reduction in (i) headache
intensity, (ii) headache frequency, (iii) pain rating index, (iv)
affective pain rating index, (v) total pain rating index (vi)
anxiety depression score, and (vii) use of symptomatic
medication.

Endothelial dysfunction has been seen in patients with
migraine.l This increases the risk of several vascular diseases
in patients with migraine.®! The practice of yoga has been
reported to improve endothelial functions in patients with
migraines.”! In a study, 42 female patients with migraine were
randomized to either a yoga group or a control group.”’ The
yoga group received 75 min of yoga session (3 days/week)
in addition to the standard medical care for 12 weeks,
whereas the control group was given standard medical care
for the same duration. All the patients were assessed for
serum intercellular adhesion molecules and vascular cell

adhesion molecules (VCAM) at the beginning and end of
12 weeks. Following 12 weeks, the yoga group showed a
significant decrease in VCAM levels compared to the control
group suggesting that yoga may be useful to reduce the
risk of developing vascular diseases by altering endothelial
dysfunction.

The effects of yoga in decreasing the frequency and intensity
of headache in patients with migraine were supported by
a subsequent study on sixty patients with migraine who
were randomized to the two groups.['” One group received
yoga (5 days/week) with conventional care for 6 weeks,
whereas the other group was given conventional care for the
same duration. After 6 weeks, both groups showed a significant
reduction in the frequency and intensity of migraine as well
as headache impact on life scores; however, the magnitude of
change was significantly higher in the yoga group.

Among other factors, intense physical exercises act as a trigger for
migraine headache.!'!! Intense physical exercise increases blood
nitric oxide (NO) levels in patients with migraine,['!! who already
have significantly higher blood NO levels compared to normal
healthy persons.'” Increase in NO levels after exercise leads
to excess blood NO levels in patients with migraine which had
been attributed to exercise-induced migraine.!""! A randomized
controlled trial assessed the effect of yoga on blood NO levels
in female patients with migraine.l') Thirty-two patients were
randomized to either a yoga (n = 18) or control group (n = 14).
The control group received medication, whereas the yoga group
received yoga training for 3 days/week (75 min/day) for 12 weeks
in addition to the same medication. After 3 months, a significant
reduction in headache frequency and severity was observed, but
no significant difference in plasma NO levels were seen between
yoga and control groups. The study concluded that yoga may be
a safe add-on treatment for the management of migraine.

The studies above provide an insight that the practice of yoga
may be useful as an add-on therapy in the management of
migraine.
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