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Is your Dizziness in fact a pain free Migraine?

Pain free Migraine! 
Most people associate migraine with severe head pain and a period of incapacitation. 

However, a large portion of people with migraine don’t have any pain. Their predominant 

symptoms instead being vertigo (a spinning sensation), dizziness and disequilibrium (loss of 

balance). Some patients are given a diagnosis of ‘vertigo’ which is in fact a symptom – not 

a diagnosis. That’s why many people with these symptoms can go undiagnosed for several 

years, incorrectly thinking that their only choice is to live with it. Like any condition, accurate 

diagnosis is the essential starting point and so once it has been identified that these patients 

are suffering from Vestibular Migraine, they can then be successfully managed.  

 

What is Vestibular Migraine? 
Vestibular migraine or migrainous vertigo is a type of migraine that may or may not cause a 

headache, but can include a number of debilitating symptoms due to the migraine affecting 

the vestibular system. The vestibular system includes the part of the inner ear and brain that 

processes sensory information involved in controlling balance and eye movements. Vestibular 

migraine is the second most common cause of vertigo. More detailed information can be 

found on www.vestibular.org.
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Who gets it and why?  
Just as migraine is thought to be an inherited disorder – so too is vestibular migraine, giving 

rise to a family ‘vulnerability’ to this disorder. However, anyone can suffer from this disorder, 

male and female, young and old from children to the elderly. 

 

Causes? 
The known migraine triggers such as certain foods and environmental, emotional and 

hormonal changes are also vestibular migraine triggers. More details of migraine triggers  

can be accessed from The Migraine Association of Ireland, www.migraine.ie. 

 

How is it diagnosed?  
There is no single test to diagnose vestibular migraine. Diagnosis is based on medical 

history and by performing appropriate tests to rule out other causes of symptoms. One  

such test is functional vestibular testing using infra-red goggles. Visit www.eastcorkphysio.ie 

for more details.  

 

How is it treated?  
Successful management of vestibular 

migraine has to be two fold, as its name 

would suggest. One needs to stop the 

migraine from occurring (by avoiding 

dietary and lifestyle migraine triggers) 

and then strengthen / rehabilitate the 

vestibular weakness with vestibular 

rehabilitation therapy (VRT). 
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What is Vestibular Rehabilitation Therapy? 
Sufferers usually avoid head movements, moving ‘en bloc’ by holding their neck rigid to avoid 

provoking dizziness and imbalance. They may limit activities such as avoiding playing sports, 

shopping, socialising and adopt a sedentary lifestyle for fear of aggravating symptoms. In 

doing so they are further weakening their vestibular system and in fact it is the exact opposite 

they should be doing. They need to move in order to allow the vestibular

system to strengthen. This is where VRT comes in which is a systematic exercise based 

programme. Tailored exercises which include very specific head and eye movements can 

be given which provoke symptoms of dizziness in a mild and controlled way. These will help 

desensitise and promote re-calibration of the vestibular system. Many research studies 

have scientifically proven that patients with vestibular migraine improve with vestibular 

rehabilitation and to this end the Irish Society of Chartered Physiotherapists (ISCP) is in 

support of this specialised form of physiotherapy. 
 

Two top tips for Vestibular Migraine Sufferers: 
1. Avoid migraine triggers 

2. Don’t be afraid to move your head! 
 


