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Cluster headache is a rare but severe type of headache that affects approximately 1 
in every 1,000 adults. It is characterized by recurrent episodes of intense, unilateral 
pain in and around one eye, often accompanied by symptoms such as nasal 
congestion, tearing, and redness of the eye on the affected side. These episodes 
can last for weeks or months at a time, followed by periods of remission. 
 
The defining feature of cluster headache is its pattern of attacks, which typically 
occur in "clusters" over a period of days, weeks, or months. During a cluster period, 
individuals may experience several attacks per day, with each attack lasting 
anywhere from 15 minutes to 3 hours. The pain is often described as the worst pain 
imaginable and is rated as one of the most severe types of pain that a person can 
experience. Patients are typically agitated and restless during attacks. 
 
The cause of cluster headache is not entirely clear, but it is thought to be related to 
abnormalities in the hypothalamus, a region of the brain that plays a role in 
regulating our sleep-wake cycle, among other things. It is believed that these 
abnormalities may cause the release of certain chemicals in the brain, such as 
histamine and serotonin, which can trigger the pain and other symptoms of cluster 
headache. 
 
Diagnosing cluster headache typically involves a thorough medical history and 
physical examination, as well as imaging studies such as an MRI or CT scan to rule 
out other possible causes of the symptoms.  
 
There is currently no cure for cluster headache, but several treatment options are 
available that can help manage symptoms and reduce the frequency and intensity 
of attacks. These include: 
 

1. Medications: Several medications can be used to treat cluster headache, 
including: 

 
• High-flow oxygen therapy: Breathing pure oxygen through a mask for 15-

20 minutes can help relieve pain and shorten the duration of a cluster 
headache. 

• Triptans: These medications, which are commonly used to treat 
migraines, can help relieve the pain and other symptoms of a cluster 
headache. 

• Calcium channel blockers: These medications, such as verapamil, can 
help prevent cluster headaches from occurring. 
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• Steroids: Corticosteroids, such as prednisone, can help reduce 
inflammation and relieve pain during a cluster headache cycle. 

• Topiramate: an anti-epileptic drug, can reduce the severity and frequency 
of cluster headaches 

• Lithium: is a medication most commonly used for as a mood stabiliser. It 
can reduce the frequency and severity of attacks. It requires regular blood 
monitoring of lithium levels and kidney function. 

 
2. Nerve blocks: Injecting a local anaesthetic into the occipital nerve can help 

block pain signals and relieve symptoms. 
3. Lifestyle changes: Certain lifestyle changes can help manage cluster 

headaches, such as avoiding alcohol, quitting smoking, and maintaining a 
regular sleep schedule. 

4. Surgical procedures: In rare cases, surgical procedures may be 
recommended for individuals with severe, chronic cluster headaches that do 
not respond to other treatments. 

 
In conclusion, cluster headache is a rare but severe type of headache that can have 
a significant impact on an individual's quality of life. While there is no cure, 
treatment options are available that can help manage symptoms and improve 
overall well-being.  
 
If you are experiencing symptoms of cluster headache, it is important to talk to your 
GP about referral for further investigation and management. 
 
If you have been diagnosed and are looking for further support Ouch UK, is a charity 
offering support and guidance for sufferers of cluster headaches and their families 
and carers.  
 


