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Abstract 

Migraine is a common, recurrent, primary headache of moderate to severe intensity. It is the most common 

neurological cause of disability in the world. In this study we aim to evaluate the triggering factors of migraine 

headache. A cross sectional study was done among students studying different courses over southern part of 

Kerala. In our study we came to find out that triggering factors plays an imperative role in the induction of 

migraine headache and the triggers can be dietary, lifestyle, physiological and environmental. Our study 

contains 161 migraineurs and among them the major triggering factors that mostly induces migraine headaches 

are stress, lack of sleep, missed meals and loud noise. The identification of these triggering factors helps to 

enhance the patient knowledge and also helps to reduce the chances of another migraine attacks. 
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Introduction 

Migraine is a common, recurrent, primary headache 

of moderate to severe intensity. It interferes with 

normal functioning of people and is associated with 

Gastrointestinal, neurologic and Autonomic 

symptoms. Migraine is the most common 

neurological cause of disability in the world
 [1]

.  

Migraine headache may occur at any time but usually 

occurs in the early morning and is characterised by 

throbbing headache in one area of the head lasting 4 

to 72 hours and is associated with symptoms such as 

sensitivity to light or sound, nausea, and vomiting
 [2]

. 

Some individuals experience visual disturbances 

(auras) that may present as zigzag lines or flashing 

lights either before or during a migraine. It causes as 

a result of activation of the trigeminal sensory nerves 

which triggers the release of vasoactive 

neuropeptides like neurokinin A, substance p and 

calcitonin gene related peptide resulting in the 

vasodilation of Dural blood vessels along with 

eructation of Dural plasma causing inflammation. 

Migraine mostly begins at puberty which is more 

common in women than men approximately by a 

factor of 2:1
[3]

. 

Migraine triggers are the main factors which 

modulates the genetic set points that leads to a 

migraine headache. Different triggering factors may 

lead to the causes of migraine headache. Triggering 

factors mainly include behavioural - physiological, 

environmental and food related factors. Lifestyle 

factors mainly include mental stress, improper or 

disturbed sleep and travelling
 [4]

. Environmental 

factors mainly include exposure to light, noise and 

climatic changes whereas in food related factors, it 

mainly fasting, chocolate, certain beverages, cheese 

etc. Stress is the trigger most commonly listed by 

patients. Dietary factors are also frequently reported 

triggers but only a few have scientific validation. 

Oversleeping and sleep deprivation are commonly 

recognized triggers. Hormonal headaches are 

triggered by variation in female oestrogen levels and 

also due to other hormonal factors. Noise, bright light 
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and fumes are commonly identified migraine triggers. 

Physical exertion can cause exercise-induced 

migraine
 [5]

. 

The commonly reported triggers of migraine include- 

Behavioural – physiological triggers 

1. Insufficient sleep 

2. Fatigue 

3. Menstruation, menopause 

4. Skipped meals 

5. Sexual activity 

6. Stress 

7. Strenuous physical activities 

Environmental triggers 

1. Glare or Flickering lights 

2. High altitude  

3. Loud noises 

4. Strong smells and fumes 

5. Tobacco smoke 

6. Weather change 

Food triggers 

1. Alcohol 

2. Caffeine 

3. Chocolate 

4. Fermented and Pickled foods 

5. Tyramine containing foods 

6. Saccharin 

7. Monosodium glutamate 

Material & Methods: 

A cross sectional study was carried out on triggers of 

migraine among students studying different courses 

(engineering, bachelor of dental science (BDS), 

Pharmacy, Nursing, Arts and Sciences) in southern 

part of Kerala. The research was done during the 

period January 2022 to June 2022. A total of 375 

students were responded in the study which include 

75 students from each course. The sample size was 

calculated using the formula n= Z
2

1-α/2 σ
2
/d

2
. The data 

was collected using google form. Before sending the 

questionnaire, the subjects were intimated regarding 

the study and their consent were obtained. After 

obtaining the consent, questionnaire was sent to the 

respective subjects and responses were recorded in 

Microsoft excel. The data was statistically analysed. 

In this study individuals with age group between 18–

35years, students from southern parts of Kerala, 

students studying Engineering, Pharmacy, Nursing, 

Bachelor of Dental Sciences and Arts & Science 

courses, psychological, environmental, lifestyle and 

dietary triggering factors are included. Pregnant 

women and lactating mothers were excluded from the 

study.

 

Results: 

Table 1: psychological factors 

Sl.no: Triggering 

Factors 

Arts and Science BDS Engineering Nursing Pharmacy 

1 Stress 17(10.5%) 17(10.5%) 23(14.2%) 22(13.6%) 24(14.9%) 

2 Anxiety 3(2%) 2(1.2%) 7(4.3%) 3(2%) 11(6.8%) 

3 Depression 5(3.1%) 3(2%) 7(4.3%) 2(1.2%) 7(4.3%) 
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Figure 1: Graph demonstrating distribution of psychological triggering factors 

 

 

Psychological factors are one of the important triggering factors of migraine. Several psychological factors 

include stress, anxiety and depression 

Among arts and science students who have migraine, 10.5% have stress, 2% have anxiety and 3.1% have 

depression. 

Among BDS students who have migraine, 10.5% have stress, 1.2% has anxiety and 2% have depression.   

Among Engineering students who have migraine 14.2% have stress, 4.3% have anxiety and 4.3% have 

depression. 

Among Nursing students who have migraine 13.6% have stress, 2% have anxiety and 1.2% has depression. 

Among Pharmacy students who have migraine 14.9% have stress, 6.8% have anxiety and 4.3% have depression. 

Table 2: Dietary Factors 
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Course 

DISTRIBUTION OF PSYCHOLOGICAL FACTORS 

Stress Anxiety Depression 

Sl.no Dietary Factors 
Arts and 

Science 
BDS Engineering Nursing Pharmacy 

1 Caffeine 1(0.6%) 1(0.6%) 1(0.6%) 3(2%) 3(2%) 

2 Missed Meals 6(3.7%) 12(7.4%) 9(5.5%) 11(6.8%) 11(6.8%) 

3 Chocolate 0(0%) 2(1.2%) 2(1.2%) 2(1.2%) 4(2.4%) 

4 Cheese 0(0%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 2(1.2%) 2(1.2%) 

5 Pickle 3(2%) 1(0.6%) 1(0.6%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 

6 Certain Food 0(0%) 2(1.2%) 5(3.1%) 2(1.2%) 1(0.6%) 
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Figure 2: Graph Indicating Distribution Of Dietary Triggering Factors 

 

Diet is one of the important triggering factors of 

migraine. Several dietary factors include missed 

meals, caffeine, chocolate, cheese, pickle and certain 

foods. 

Among arts and science students who have migraine, 

caffeine as dietary triggering factor is reported in 1 

student, 6 students cause migraine attack due to 

missed meals and for 3 students due to pickles. 

Among BDS students who have migraine, caffeine as 

dietary precipitating factor is reported in 1 student, 12 

students cause migraine attack due to missed meals, 

chocolate as dietary triggering factor in 2 students, 

pickle for 1student and certain food for 2 students.   

Among Engineering students who have migraine 1 

student have caffeine as dietary triggering factor, 9 

students cause migraine attack due to missed meals, 

chocolate as dietary triggering factor in 2 students, 

pickle for 1student and certain food for 5 students.  

Among Nursing students who have migraine 3 

student have caffeine as dietary triggering factor, 11 

students cause migraine attack due to missed meals, 

chocolate as dietary triggering factor in 2 students, 

cheese for 2 student and certain food for 2 students.   

Among Pharmacy students who have migraine 3 

student have caffeine as dietary triggering factor, 11 

students cause migraine attack due to missed meals, 

chocolate as dietary triggering factor in 4 students, 

cheese for 2 student and certain food for 1 student.

   

Table 3: Lifestyle Factors 

Sl.n

o: 

Lifestyle Factors Arts and 

Science 

BDS Engineering Nursing Pharmacy 

1 Lack of sleep 14(9%) 17(10.5%) 21(13%) 18(11.1%) 24(14.9%) 

2 Obesity 1(0.6%) 0(0%) 2(1.2%) 0(0%) 0(0%) 

3 Fatigue 2(1.2%) 2(1.2%) 2(1.2%) 1(0.6%) 7(4.3%) 

4 Certain smells 

and perfume 

5(3.1%) 7(4.3%) 5(3.1%) 12(7.4%) 13(8%) 
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Figure 3: Graph Showing Distribution Of Lifestyle Factors 

 

Commonest lifestyle factors include lack of sleep, 

obesity, fatigue and certain smells and perfume. 

Among arts and science students who have migraine, 

lifestyle triggering factors include lack of sleep in 14 

subjects, obesity in 1 student, fatigue in 2 students 

and certain smell and perfume in 5 subjects. 

Among BDS students who have migraine, lifestyle 

triggering factors include lack of sleep in 17 subjects, 

fatigue in 2 students, certain smells and perfume in 7 

subjects and none have obesity as lifestyle factors. 

In the case of Engineering students who have 

migraine, lifestyle triggering factors include lack of 

sleep in 21 students, obesity in 2 students, fatigue in 

2 students and certain smell and perfume in 5 

students. 

Whereas the case of Migraineurs in Nursing course, 

the lifestyle triggering factors include lack of sleep in 

18 subjects, fatigue in 1 subject, certain smells and 

perfume in 12 subjects and none have obesity as 

lifestyle factors. 

Among Pharmacy students who have migraine, 

lifestyle triggering factors include lack of sleep in 24 

subjects, fatigue in 7 students, certain smells and 

perfume in 13 subjects and none have obesity as 

lifestyle factors. 

 

Table 4: Environmental Factor 
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Course 

DISTRIBUTION OF LIFESTYLE FACTORS 

Lack of sleep Obesity Fatigue Certain smells and perfume 

Sl.No: 
Environmental 

factor 

Arts and 

Science 
BDS Engineering Nursing Pharmacy 

1 Bright Sunshine 5(3.1%) 6(3.7%) 7(4.3%) 4(2.4%) 12(7.4%) 

2 Loud Noise 7(4.3%) 9(5.5%) 11(6.8%) 9(5.5%) 12(7.4%) 

3 Weather Change 4(2.4%) 5(3.1%) 7(4.3%) 2(1.2%) 11(6.8%) 
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Figure 4: Graph showing distribution of environmental factors 

 

Many environmental factors are reported to trigger 

the migraine. Migraineurs are frequently more 

sensitive to various environmental stimuli than 

individual without migraine. And the environmental 

triggering factors are bright sunshine, loud noise and 

weather change. The frequency of environmental 

triggering factors in Arts and science students is 

bright sunshine in 5 subjects, loud noise in 7 and 

weather change in 4 subjects, in the case of BDS 

students the frequency is bright sunshine 5, loud 

noise 9 and weather change 5. Among engineering 

students, the frequency is bright sunshine 7, loud 

noise 11 and weather change7. Among nursing 

students, the frequency is bright sunshine 4, loud 

noise 9 and weather change2. Whereas in the case of 

pharmacy students who have migraine 12 have bright 

sunshine and loud noise and 11 have weather change 

as environmental trigger. 

Discussion: 

Regarding the psychological factors which triggers 

migraine on various professional students it showed 

that the highest psychological factor was stress 

followed by anxiety and depression. Diet is one of 

the most important triggering factors and this study 

revealed that major dietary factors that leads to 

migraine was missed meal. Other dietary factors 

where caffeine, chocolate, cheese, pickle and certain 

foods. In our study the major lifestyle factor 

triggering migraine is found to be lack of sleep 

(14%). The other lifestyle factors where obesity, 

fatigue, certain smells and perfume. The study 

exhibited that the environmental factors triggering 

migraine, loud noise (7. 4%) was considered to be the 

major factor provoking migraine. The other 

environmental factors where bright sunshine and 

weather change. 

Conclusion: 

Migraine headache is the most common primary 

headache. In this study stress and missed meals were 

recognized as the precipitating factors of migraine 

headache. Lack of sleep and loud noise was found to 

be the most influential lifestyle and environmental 

triggering factor. Tracking migraine is an important 

factor. Nowadays several digital tools aid in 

communication between patient and healthcare 

provider. Keeping migraine trigger diary helps to 

make correct diagnosis for physicians, can recognize 

triggers and warning signs. Assess whether acute or 

preventive medications were needed for treatment. 

Identification of trigger enhance patient knowledge 
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and understanding of their migraine. Although we 

have achieved our objectives to a great extent, there 

were certain limitations like menstruation as a 

triggering factor was not included in our study 

because there was preponderance of female 

population in our study. 
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