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Introduction
Migraines are one of the most prevalent neurological disorders, 
affecting millions of people worldwide. Characterized by 
intense, throbbing headaches often accompanied by nausea, 
vomiting, and sensitivity to light and sound, migraines 
can be debilitating, severely impacting the quality of life. 
Understanding the neurological mechanisms that underlie 
migraines is crucial for developing more effective treatments 
and improving patient outcomes [1].

Research has shown that genetics play a significant role in 
predisposing individuals to migraines. Studies have identified 
several genes associated with migraine susceptibility, 
particularly those involved in ion channels, neurotransmitter 
regulation, and vascular tone. The most well-known genetic 
factor is the familial hemiplegic migraine (FHM) gene, which 
has provided insights into the pathophysiology of migraines. 
Mutations in this gene affect ion channels in the brain, leading 
to abnormal neuronal excitability and an increased likelihood 
of migraine attacks [2].

One of the key neurological phenomena associated with 
migraines is cortical spreading depression (CSD), a wave 
of neuronal and glial depolarization that spreads across the 
cortex. CSD is believed to be the underlying mechanism of 
the migraine aura, a sensory disturbance experienced by some 
migraine sufferers before the onset of the headache. The aura 
can manifest as visual disturbances, such as seeing flashing 
lights or zigzag patterns, or as sensory changes, including 
tingling or numbness in the limbs [3].

CSD triggers a cascade of events that lead to the activation of the 
trigeminovascular system, which is central to the development 
of migraine pain. The depolarization wave causes a release of 
neurotransmitters and inflammatory mediators, leading to the 
dilation of cerebral blood vessels and the activation of pain 
pathways [4].

The trigeminovascular system, composed of the trigeminal 
nerve and associated blood vessels, plays a crucial role in 
migraine pathophysiology. Activation of this system leads 
to the release of vasoactive neuropeptides, such as calcitonin 
gene-related peptide (CGRP), substance P, and neurokinin A, 
which cause vasodilation and inflammation in the meninges. 
This neurogenic inflammation is believed to contribute to the 
pain experienced during a migraine [5].

CGRP, in particular, has been a focus of migraine research 
and treatment development. Elevated levels of CGRP have 
been found in the blood of migraine sufferers during an 
attack, and CGRP receptor antagonists have shown promise 
as effective treatments for reducing the frequency and severity 
of migraines [6].

The brainstem and hypothalamus are also implicated in the 
pathophysiology of migraines. The brainstem, particularly 
the periaqueductal gray (PAG) and dorsal raphe nucleus, 
is involved in pain modulation and has been shown to be 
hyperexcitable in migraine patients. Functional imaging 
studies have revealed abnormal brainstem activity during a 
migraine attack, suggesting that this region may play a role in 
initiating and sustaining the headache [7].

The hypothalamus, which regulates sleep, appetite, and 
circadian rhythms, has also been linked to migraines. Many 
migraine sufferers experience prodromal symptoms, such 
as fatigue, food cravings, and mood changes, which may be 
related to hypothalamic dysfunction. The hypothalamus may 
influence the onset of migraines by modulating the activity of 
the brainstem and trigeminovascular system [8].

Several neurotransmitters, including serotonin, dopamine, 
and glutamate, have been implicated in the pathophysiology 
of migraines. Serotonin (5-HT) is perhaps the most studied, 
as it plays a critical role in regulating pain, mood, and 
vascular tone. During a migraine, serotonin levels fluctuate, 
contributing to the dilation of blood vessels and the activation 
of pain pathways. Triptans, a class of medications that target 
serotonin receptors, are effective in aborting migraine attacks 
by constricting blood vessels and inhibiting the release of 
inflammatory neuropeptides [9].

In addition to pharmacological treatments, non-invasive 
neuromodulation devices, such as transcranial magnetic 
stimulation (TMS) and vagus nerve stimulation (VNS), 
are being explored as alternative therapies for migraine 
management. These devices modulate neural activity and 
have shown promise in reducing the frequency and intensity 
of migraine attacks [10].

Conclusion
Migraines are a complex neurological disorder with a 
multifaceted pathophysiology involving genetics, cortical 
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spreading depression, the trigeminovascular system, 
neurotransmitters, and hormones. Understanding these 
mechanisms has led to the development of targeted therapies 
that offer new hope to migraine sufferers. As research 
continues to unravel the intricacies of migraine pathogenesis, 
the future holds promise for more effective and personalized 
treatments, ultimately improving the lives of those affected by 
this chronic and often debilitating condition.

References
1. Andreou AP, Edvinsson L. Mechanisms of migraine 

as a chronic evolutive condition. J Headache Pain. 
2019;20(1):117.

2. Aurora SK, Kulthia A, Barrodale PM. Mechanism of 
chronic migraine. Curr Pain Headache Rep.2011;15(1):57-
63.

3. Aurora SK, Brin MF. Chronic migraine: an update on 
physiology, imaging, and the mechanism of action of two 
available pharmacologic therapies. Headache: The journal 
of head and face pain. 2017;57(1):109-25.

4. Goadsby PJ. Migraine pathophysiology. Headache: The 
journal of head and face pain. 2005;45:S14-24.

5. Burstein R, Noseda R, Borsook D. Migraine: multiple 
processes, complex pathophysiology. Neurosci J. 
2015;35(17):6619-29.

6. Meng ID, Cao L. From migraine to chronic daily headache: 
The biological basis of headache transformation. Headache: 
The Journal of Head and Face Pain. 2007;47(8):1251-8.

7. May A, Schulte LH. Chronic migraine: risk factors, 
mechanisms and treatment. Nat Rev Neurol. 
2016;12(8):455-64.

8. Welch KM. Contemporary concepts of migraine 
pathogenesis. Neurology. 2003;61(8_suppl_4):S2-8.

9. Edvinsson L, Villalón CM, MaassenVanDenBrink A. 
Basic mechanisms of migraine and its acute treatment. 
Pharm Therap. 2012;136(3):319-33.

10. Charles A. The pathophysiology of migraine: Implications 
for clinical management. Lancet Neurol. 2018;17(2):174-
82.

https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s10194-019-1066-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1186/s10194-019-1066-0
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11916-010-0165-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s11916-010-0165-z
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/head.12999
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/head.12999
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/head.12999
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1526-4610.2005.4501003.x
https://www.jneurosci.org/content/35/17/6619.short
https://www.jneurosci.org/content/35/17/6619.short
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1526-4610.2007.00907.x
https://headachejournal.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/j.1526-4610.2007.00907.x
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrneurol.2016.93
https://www.nature.com/articles/nrneurol.2016.93
https://www.neurology.org/doi/abs/10.1212/wnl.61.8_suppl_4.s2
https://www.neurology.org/doi/abs/10.1212/wnl.61.8_suppl_4.s2
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0163725812001829
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laneur/article/PIIS1474-4422(17)30435-0/abstract
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/laneur/article/PIIS1474-4422(17)30435-0/abstract

