
Exercise is beneficial for overall mental and physical health, and it can even reduce the frequency of migraine attacks. 
How? Exercise releases endorphins, the body’s natural painkillers, and induces positive feelings and a sense of well-
being. Staying active can help relieve stress and improve the quality and consistency of sleep, two common migraine 
attack triggers. 

Despite these benefits, it’s not always easy for people with migraine to exercise as it can also cause pain. Here is some 
advice on how people with migraine can successfully exercise without triggering an attack or increasing headache pain. 
Spoiler: It may also be helpful to think of it as “activity” rather than “exercise.”

Benefits of Exercise Challenges of Exercise Solutions

•	 Releases endorphins  
(natural painkillers) 

•	 Improves mood
•	 Improves sleep quality  

and consistency
•	 Helps relieve stress
•	 Improves cardiovascular 

health

•	 Excites the body and  
nervous system

•	 Can increase  
migraine-related pain

•	 Exercise in a way that works for 
you. Pay attention to your body’s 
reaction so that you don’t overdo 
it, but can still reap the benefits 
of staying active.

•	 Increase your heart rate by 15% 
to 20% from your resting heart 
rate.

Best Exercises for People with Migraine

Yoga Tai Chi Walking Jogging Swimming

Staying Active with Migraine
How to exercise safely and avoid triggering a migraine attack



Defining Success with Exercise
Struggling with any chronic condition or disease, including migraine, changes your body and your brain. Something you 
could do five years ago may not be achievable now. Concentrate on what you can do successfully in this moment. Here 
are three tips on how to make exercising with migraine successful.

This guide was created based on a Facebook Live with Dr. Mark Greco. You can watch the whole video here.

Getting Started
A successful partnership between exercise and migraine is one that works for you, providing the benefits without 
increasing pain. For people with migraine it is especially important to stay active. Many migraine medications impact 
heart function, so individuals should exercise to improve cardiovascular health. Migraine medications and living with 
migraine in general can also greatly impact mood, which exercise can help manage.

When you’re getting started with exercise it’s important to measure intensity of activity. Don’t start with an intense 
CrossFit class if you haven’t worked out for a while, and listen to what your body tells you. For example, if you go for a 
20 minute walk and it causes an increase in pain, next time shorten the walk or take breaks every five minutes to see if 
that helps. It may also be helpful to think of it as “activity” rather than “exercise.” Thinking about it that way encourages 
you to just get moving in a way your body allows you to.

Keeping an Eye on Heart Rate
Staying active is all about training the heart to work well without causing additional pain. Start small and work to 
increase activity over time. He tells his patients to increase heart rate by 15 to 20% from resting heart rate. So, if your 
resting heart rate is 80 or 90 beats per minute, try to keep it under 100 and see how your body responds. This may 
require a heart rate monitor or smartwatch. When you start to monitor heart rate, you can actually see how intense an 
activity is, which will tell you how your body is tolerating it. 

Everyone is different and can tolerate different levels and forms of exercise, but the best activities for people with 
migraine are usually ones that can be moderated and modified to meet the needs of the individual. We’ll dive into 
yoga and tai chi in particular. 

•	 Yoga can be done standing or sitting. It also places a heavy emphasis on breath, which can help activate the 
parasympathetic nervous system, balancing the body and helping moderate pain levels. Studies have also 
shown that yoga can help reduce the frequency and severity of migraine attacks. 

•	 Tai chi is the natural order of movement, a peaceful and restorative activity that allows the body to move the 
way it’s designed to. It offers an opportunity to be active and restore the body without significant cognitive 
participation or steep increase in intensity.

1.	Set achievable goals. Whatever activity you decide to do, remember that it’s OK if you start off small. If you can only 
manage five minutes of walking or yoga at a time, then your goal can be to increase that to 10 minutes after a week or two 
weeks. Having structure is important, but make sure the goals you set for yourself work with your migraine rather than 
against it. 

2.	Monitor your heart rate. One way to help yourself set those goals is to keep track of your heart rate to monitor intensity 
levels. Over time, you’ll hopefully begin to see improvements in your cardiovascular health and be able to increase the 
intensity of activity incrementally. 

3.	Avoid Overexertion. Evidence says the body needs 20 to 30 minutes of continuous cardiovascular exercise at 60% to 80% 
of resting heart rate to gain cardiovascular benefits. But this may not be possible for someone with migraine to achieve on 
day one without causing undue pain or stress. Don’t feel discouraged—it’s better to start with a level of activity that makes 
you feel good than pushing yourself to get better results faster if it’s only going to worsen your migraine attacks.

Tips for Staying Active with Migraine

American Migraine Foundation
One Rockefeller Plaza, 11th Floor
New York, NY 10020 
P: +1 (929)-376-1333   
E: info@americanmigrainefoundation.org

The mission of the American Migraine Foundation is to mobilize 
a community for patient support and advocacy, as well as drive 
and support impactful research that translates into advances for 
patients with migraine and other disabling diseases that cause 
severe head pain. Visit americanmigrainefoundation.org for more 
resources for people living with migraine and their supporters.

https://youtu.be/rNBpU00URBk
https://americanmigrainefoundation.org/

