
Employee Advice Guide: 

Migraines: the 
invisible illness



Signs and symptoms of a migraine

Most of us have had a headache we 
just couldn’t shift. But how do you 
know if you’re having a migraine rather 
than a standard headache?

Around one in every five women and one in fifteen 
men experience migraine attacks, with around 
190,000 occurring each day in the UK.

Though it can develop at any age, many sufferers 
find their migraines start at puberty and peak 
between 35 and 45 years of age. 

According to the NHS, the main symptom of a migraine 
is usually an intense, throbbing headache on one 
side of the head that gets worse when you move and 
prevents you from carrying out normal activities. 

Additional symptoms include:

• Nausea
• Vomiting
• Increased sensitivity to light
• Sweating
• Poor concentration
• Feeling very hot or cold
• Abdominal pain
• Diarrhoea 

Symptoms usually last between four hours and three 
days, however you may feel tired for up to one week 
after the attack. 



What is migraine with aura?

Around one in three people also experience migraine with aura. This is when you 
experience sensory disturbances, either before or with symptoms of a migraine. 
However, there are times when a headache may not occur. 

One of the most common signs is a sight issue, such as blind spots or flashing or 
shimmering lights. Your speech can also be affected.

Other symptoms include:

• Confusion
• Disorientation
• Dizziness
• Muscle weakness
• Pins and needles sensation / numbness

This stage usually lasts between  
five minutes and one hour. 
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What causes migraine?

The exact cause of migraine is unknown, yet sufferers can 
often pinpoint triggers for attacks, such as tiredness, too 
much alcohol, stress, hormonal changes and too much 
light. Around half of people also have a close relative with 
the condition, suggesting a genetic link. 
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Migraines in the workplace

If you suffer a migraine at home, it’s often easy to 
down sticks and rest up in a dark room. But what 
happens when you’re in a brightly-lit, bustling office 
with no bed in sight?

Migraines can be debilitating and often very painful, 
making continuing with work tasks difficult and 
sometimes impossible. In fact, according to the 
Migraine Trust, around 25 million work and 
education days are lost each year to migraine 
attacks – a staggering figure. 

Here, we look at what you can do to manage  
the impact of your migraine while at work. 
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1. Tell your employer

If you experience migraines, give your employer a heads-up. That 
way, if you do get one at work, they will know what’s going on. 

It’s easy to think your employer won’t understand migraines – that 
they’ll see it as just another headache and not something that 
should affect your productivity. But this is why it’s even more 
important to have these conversations.  

Organise a meeting to discuss your migraine attacks and how 
they could affect your work. If it makes you more comfortable, 
you could get a doctor’s note to explain your illness and its 
impact.  

Some employers carry out pre-placement questionnaires, so 
it’s important for employees to declare their susceptibility to 
migraines so that reasonable adjustments can be made.  
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2. Plan ahead

You never know when a migraine will strike, meaning you 
could be in the middle of an important task when you 
start to experience the first signs. 

In such cases, it pays to have a contingency plan in place. 
Speak to your manager or colleague to see if someone 
would be able to pick up on your workload and ensure 
you get home safely, should a migraine occur. 

If you take medication for your migraines, keep a batch 
with you. That way, you can take them as soon as your 
symptoms arise and perhaps stave off  
a more severe attack. 
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3. Control triggers 

Everyone’s triggers manifest differently. What causes a 
migraine in one person might not affect another individual. 
Try to identify what causes your migraines so you can 
get ahead of, and possibly prevent, further attacks. One 
way is to keep a migraine diary which can not only help 
you recognise warning signs, triggers and patterns, but 
also help doctors with their diagnosis. Download your 
headache diary from the Migraine Trust here.

Stress: Work can often come with a lot of pressure, 
leading to a rise in stress levels – a migraine trigger. 
Stress can also cause a lack of sleep, reduced food and 
water intake, and have a detrimental effect on wellbeing – 
again, all triggers. 

If you’re feeling stressed, the NHS and Professor Cary 
Cooper have some tips on how to reduce it, including 
taking control of the situation, connecting with others 
and working smarter. If your company has an Employee 
Assistance Programme (EAP) in place, you could also 
speak to qualified counsellors to help overcome any 
personal concerns and resolve work-related issues. 

Lighting and screentime: Bright lights are a common 
trigger, so dim the brightness on your computer monitor 
or use anti-glare screens and blue light glasses, as well 
as explore if it is possible for bright overhead lights to be 
turned down. Ask if you can also sit near a window so 
you can rely less on artificial light and take regular breaks 
away from your screen. 

Smells: If certain smells and strong 
odours, such as perfumes or 
cleaning products, set off your 
migraines, talk to your employer 
or colleagues to discuss your 
hypersensitivity and how to 
limit your exposure to 
those scents. 
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Ergonomics: Check your workspace set-up. If your 
screen is too high or low, or too near or far, it can cause 
eye strain which in turn can prompt a migraine. Similarly, 
back pain and neck strain can also be a trigger so 
practice good posture and adjust office ergonomics. 

Nutrition and hydration: Make sure to drink plenty of 
water, limit caffeine, which can be dehydrating, and don’t 
skip meals. Hunger can be a trigger so take your lunch 
break at regular times and ensure you have snacks 
should you get hungry throughout the day. Avoid filling 
up on sugary and salty foods, as they can also cause 
attacks.

Routine: Try to keep to a fixed routine. Go to bed at the 
same time, including weekends, aim for eight hours sleep 
and exercise regularly. Irregular shift patterns might not 
be ideal for migraine sufferers so ask your employer if 
you can stick to a fixed shift. 

Temperature: As the temperature rises, so do migraine 
attacks. When in a warm work environment, try to keep 
cool by using fans and air conditioning, stay hydrated 
and get fresh air. You could even use a cold flannel or ice 
pack to cool you down if you’re feeling too hot.

Physical exertion: Overdoing it on physical activity can 
be a trigger for some, meaning those who move about 
a lot in their role, such as construction workers, could 
be affected. Make sure to take regular breaks, keep 
hydrated and cool down throughout the day. That’s not 
to say, however, you shouldn’t do exercise. Research 
has found regular exercise can reduce the intensity and 
frequency of migraines. 
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4. In the midst of an attack

If you’ve driven into the office, do not drive home, especially if you are 
experiencing sight disturbances. If possible, order a taxi or get a colleague 
to take you home.

There might be times when you aren’t able to get home or you need to 
wait until you are able to leave. When this happens, find an unused meeting 
room, close the blinds, curtains and windows and get comfortable. 
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