
What to do when your child has headaches…

We think of headaches as being an “adult” problem.  But lots of kids suffer from occasional to 
frequent headaches.  While using over the counter pain relievers may relieve the symptoms, 
they don’t treat the many possible underlying causes.  Let’s step through some ideas to help 
us find out the “why’s” of headaches and give some other treatment options along the way.

Children can suffer from several different types of headaches.  They can have classic 
migraines with pounding one sided pain, light & sound sensitivity, nausea & vomiting and even 
auras (like flashing lights, sparkles or tunnel vision).  Migraines can present as abdominal pain 
in younger children.  Children can also have tension type headaches, sinus headaches and 
other nonspecific types of pain.

Symptom Journal
The first step in any journey is gathering information.  When symptoms are sporadic, its hard to 
remember enough detail to identify common denominators that might not be obvious on the 
surface.  A symptom journal can help in the detective process.

With a symptom journal we are looking for what either causes or triggers headaches— those 
can include stress, nutritional depletions, leaky gut, food and environmental sensitivities or 
allergies, dehydration, trauma, eye strain, infection and many others.

De-Stress/ Relaxation techniques
Whether stress is the cause of headaches or a result of the pain, it plays a significant role in 
headaches in particular, and our overall health.  Learning ways to help the body relax is a 
powerful healing tool.  We are going to spend a few minutes here, because its really important.
Balancing the Autonomic Nervous System—
Our autonomic nervous system controls crucial body process that we don’t really think about
— heart rate, respiration, digestion, etc.  And balance is crucial for real health.  It is composed 
of two parts:  the sympathetic nervous system and the parasympathetic nervous system.  
The sympathetic nervous system is also known as our fight or flight response.  It kicks in when 
we perceive danger and is essential for survival.  But when the danger passes, it settles back 
to its more normal resting state and our parasympathetic system takes over.  Our 
parasympathetic system is our rest and repair mode.  When our body is relaxed and at rest it 
can better do the work of digestion and reproduction and healing from the wear and tear of life.
(Whew!  you didn’t know you were going to get a neurology lesson, did you?!?)
In a perfect world we have balance.  In our modern world we are often times living in 
sympathetic dominance all the time… even our kids.  When our “fight or flight” system goes 
into overdrive and stays there, it is bad for our health.  It weakens our immune system, 
increases chronic inflammation (which causes everything bad), triggers anxiety, depression 
and, yes, even headaches.
Decreasing sympathetic tone and increasing parasympathetic tone can help change the 
threshold for headaches.  Deep breathing is a great way to do that.  Studies show that 5 
minutes of deep breathing twice daily can substantially change the balance of our autonomic 
nervous system and improve all health parameters by lowering inflammation!  Adding deep 
breathing into your nighttime routine is also helpful for good restful sleep.  Mindfulness 
(another name for intentionally resting the brain) is another excellent tool for restoring balance.
  



Here are some online resources that might help!
* https://www.health.harvard.edu/mind-and-mood/relaxation-techniques-breath-control-helps-

quell-errant-stress-response
* https://childhood101.com/fun-breathing-exercises-for-kids/
* https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Uxbdx-SeOOo
* https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_mZbzDOpylA

Other fun books and resources to help children (& adults learn mindfulness):
*  Mind Bubbles: Exploring mindfulness with kids, by Heather Krantz
*  Sea Otter Cove: Introducing relaxation breathing to lower anxiety, decrease stress and 

control anger while promoting peaceful sleep, by Lori Lite
*  Mindful Kids: 50 Activities for Calm, Focus and Peace, by Stewart, Whitney
* Breathe Like a Bear: 30 Mindful Moments for Kids to Feel Calm and Focused Anytime, 

Anywhere, by Willey, Kira  (she also has a lovely website with music at https://
kirawilley.com/)

And apps like Mindspace, Calm and Insight Timer can be useful to help learn relaxation and 
mindfulness techniques.

What about the gut?
Gut inflammation is a common cause of headaches.  When your gut is inflamed your brain is 
inflamed and that can manifest as anxiety, depression, poor focus, headaches, and lots of 
other “brain” problems.  Your symptom/food journal may give you clues about food sensitivities 
that could be playing a role in the headaches.  In the meantime the following help to support a 
healthy gut:  
* Fish oil
* Probiotics

Other causes to watch out for:
* Poor hydration— when in doubt, drink more water, coconut water, herbal teas, or bone broth.  

Avoid sugary drinks or artificially sweetened drinks.
* Screen time— too much time on electronic devices can trigger headaches in a variety of 

ways.  The back light can stress the eyes themselves.  In addition, spending too much time 
looking down at phones computers, pads and such can lead to muscle strain in shoulders 
and neck (another common cause of headaches.)  The back light from devices can cause 
sleep problems which can in turn worsen headaches.

Other ways to help your child with headaches while we sort out the causes:

* Magnesium— The majority of us are magnesium deficient.  It relaxes the body, it relaxes the 
mind, and it is great for headaches.  Magnesium can be taken orally.  You can also absorb 
magnesium from taking warm epsom salt baths.  (Add ~ 1 cup to warm bath water at 
bedtime to help with a good night’s sleep too!)

* Essential oils— diffuse, inhale a few drops, dilute in carrier oil and rub over site of pain, or 
add to an epsom salt bath.  Lavender is a relaxing oil that can help relieve stress.  
Peppermint is an excellent pain relieving oil.  In children always dilute essential oils in a 
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carrier oil like olive oil or coconut oil before applying them to their sensitive skin.  In the tips 
below you will find another lovely aromatherapy recipe for headaches.

* Acupressure can be useful in helping with headache pain.

According to Dr Elisa Song, “One of 
the easiest and most effective 
acupressure points to use for 
headaches is Large Intestine 4 (LI 
4). LI 4 is located on the top of the 
hand, in the webspace between your 
thumb and index finger. Put your 
thumb on the point, and your index 
finger on the palm side of your 
child’s hand. Squeeze your thumb 
and index together, make small 
circular motions with your thumb 
with firm but gentle pressure. Aim for 
several minutes or 100 circles. And 
better yet – massage essential oils 
right into LI4 to have an even more 
potent effect on getting rid of that 
pesty headache!”

(Find more from Dr Song at her website healthykidshappykids.com)

Learn more acupressure points and about the power of healing touch from Michelle Ebbin in 
her book The Touch Remedy: Hands-On Solutions to De-Stress Your Life. or from this article 
https://www.massagemag.com/soothe-prevent-headaches-power-touch-35270/ 

* When a headache strikes, here is a three part strategy for helping to relieve the pain
As soon as possible

Apply acupressure
Take a large dose oral magnesium (2 heaping tsp in warm water, lemon juice & honey)
And, Soak in an epsom salt bath with as much of your body in the water as possible

* We may recommend some of the following supplements for prevention
magnesium, B vitamins (B2 deficiency), CoQ10, Butterbur, feverfew, zinc

* Aromatherapy Recipe for Headaches
4 drops spearmint oil
8 drops lavender oil
2 drops eucalyptus oil
2 ounces unscented natural oil

Rub a few drops of this powerful blend between your fingertips and inhale the scent for a 
minute. Be careful not to get too close to your eyes, as they may be sensitive to these 
essential oils.
This can be combined with acupressure point remedies. 
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