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Introduction (00:06): So, there was probably the very best study that we have looking at diet 

and headache [that] found that a diet that was high in omega-3’s (which decrease 

inflammation) and low in omega-6’s (which increase inflammation) decreased headaches in 
people with chronic migraine. These are really refractory ... chronic headache, most of which 

were chronic migraine [patients] — decreased it by about eight days per month. And the 

disability was substantially reduced in that group as well. 

Carl Cincinnato (00:39): Few things affect our own overall health and well-being more than 

our diet. A poor diet is often said to be a contributing factor in many chronic illnesses, yet 
this is perhaps one of the most controversial areas of migraine and headache management. 

We know that food can have an influence on migraine and headache. We know about the 

usual suspects like chocolate, red wine, and aged cheese; but can avoiding or eliminating 

trigger foods reduce attacks? Is there such a thing as "the best migraine diet" or the one 
migraine diet to cure all? To discuss the diet in the prevention of headache and migraine is 

Dr. Vincent Martin. Dr. Martin, welcome back to the Migraine World Summit. 

Dr. Martin (01:20): It's a pleasure to be here. 

Carl Cincinnato (01:22): Let's start off with: What are some examples of dietary triggers? 

Dr. Martin (01:28): Well, there are a number of different dietary triggers. There can be 

things like citrus fruits, or garlic, or onions, or chocolate, or even some ingredients within 

foods that can trigger headaches. So there's a variety of different things and, really, which 
triggers a given person may be responsive to varies from person to person. 

Carl Cincinnato (01:48): How common are dietary triggers? 

Dr. Martin (01:52): Well, when they've done diary studies, what they found is that they can 

prove statistically that a dietary trigger is linked to a given person in less than 10% of cases. 

But that probably underestimates the effects of diet because that's just for each individual 

food. So there could be — if you tested 100 foods, maybe there's four or five that might 
trigger headaches and you can prove it statistically with the diary study. 

Carl Cincinnato (02:18): Is alcohol considered a trigger? 

Dr. Martin (02:22): Alcohol is one of the biggest triggers, and particularly red wine and beer. 

They actually did a randomized study where they randomized people to either red wine or 

vodka, and they found that red wine was actually more provocative for headache than 

vodka. So if you are going to drink, then possibly vodka is a better choice. 

Carl Cincinnato (02:43): What are some of the ingredients in foods that trigger headache? 

Dr. Martin (02:48): Well, two come to mind. One is — well, actually there's probably more 

than one — but one is monosodium glutamate or MSG, and that's a flavor enhancer. It has a 

lot of different names: It can be called natural flavoring; it can be called partially 
hydrogenated peanut seed oil or vegetable oil; it could be called combo extract; or it can just 

be listed as glutamate or even, you know, monosodium glutamate, in foods. And that's 

probably one of the biggest triggers, particularly when consumed in a liquid form. So if you 
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have MSG, in a say, wonton soup — they used to put a lot of MSG in Chinese food; that's 
why it was called the "Chinese restaurant syndrome" [MSG symptom complex] — and you 

consume it in liquid form, for whatever reason that seems to be more provocative than MSG 

in foods themselves. 

Dr. Martin (03:38): So that's one trigger, MSG. And the other one would be: Caffeine is a big 

trigger. And we used to think that it was just the caffeine withdrawal that caused headaches. 

So basically — let's say you normally drink, say three cups of coffee per day, and then you 
have surgery the next day, and then you don't have any caffeine at all; and then by two 

o'clock in the afternoon, you've got this whopper headache, basically. So that's called 

caffeine withdrawal. But more recent studies have suggested that what you need to do is 
maintain a more consistent level of caffeine. So frankly, if you consume too little and cause 

caffeine withdrawal, or you consume too much — so normally you drink one cup of coffee, 

but on one day you drink three or four cups of coffee — then that can trigger a headache. 

Dr. Martin (04:28): So with caffeine, it's very important that you maintain consistent 

consumption and probably should consume some throughout the entire day, not just in the 

morning, because it takes about 24 to 36 hours to have caffeine withdrawal. So 

consequently, you could be in caffeine withdrawal if you just drink coffee in the morning and 

then wait 24 to 30 hours to have the next cup; you could be in caffeine withdrawal the 

following day. So it's probably too little or too much caffeine they consume [that] can trigger 
headaches in people. And what's really interesting is that caffeine inhibits glucose uptake 

into nerve cells, and kind of creates, almost like, a hypoglycemic reaction. So probably the 

really high levels of caffeine can bring on all the things that you would see with, like, a 
hypoglycemic episode — that's a low-glucose episode where you get shaky, you get dizzy, 

you get nervous and you get headaches. So it's a really interesting proposed cause for 

headaches with both too much and too little caffeine. 

Carl Cincinnato (05:26): So you published a research paper called "Diet and Headache," and 

you found that two food triggers had the strongest evidence. Can you share what those 

were, the two most powerful triggers? 

Dr. Martin (05:40): Well, we talked about them before, namely MSG is one. And they've 

done studies where they've actually taken people and randomized them to liquid MSG 

versus placebo, and found that, particularly in the liquid, if you give higher doses of the 
MSG, that you can trigger headaches. So there are experimental designs where they've 

actually shown that MSG in liquids can trigger headaches, as well as all the other symptoms 

of that "Chinese restaurant syndrome," where you get kind of shaky and nervous — kind of 
all the things you get with the hypoglycemic response that we talked about; you get flushing, 

as well, with that. And then the other common ... trigger was caffeine, which we talked 

about, I think in great detail. And then the third one I would say, is alcohol. I can tell you, I 
see tons of patients in my headache clinic, and I would say that it's 30% or 40% of them who 

will say that alcohol will trigger headaches. So it's a very, very common trigger. And that's 

one of those ones that’s so potent that if every time you drink a beverage, you get a severe 
migraine, that's the one where people will avoid it. They will just — they will not take 

alcohol. 

Carl Cincinnato (06:58): If you don't miss alcohol, that's probably a good thing. Because it's 

not good anyway, right? Like, it's not just bad for migraine; it's not great for your health 

anyway, overall. So, it's not to say that you need to have alcohol in your diet. There's a 
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couple other food triggers that it'd be good to discuss. You mentioned before when you 
were talking about beer and the histamines, and I think there's nitrates, as well, in 

champagne. Can you talk to us a little bit more about those factors that also appear in other 

foods? 

Dr. Martin (07:32): Well, those are ingredients within foods. Histamine, as we said, is found 

in a lot of — besides just beer and alcohol — but it's found, naturally, in some foods like 

tomatoes, and also it's found in tuna. And particularly if fish starts to degrade — so, if you 
have a piece of fish that might have gone past its life, and you consume that, you can get 

something called scombroid poisoning. With decay of the fish, it leads to massive quantities 

of histamine, and you can get headaches, you can get flushing, your skin turns red. That 
actually happened to my sister one time. She told me that the strangest thing happened — 

that she turned beet red after she'd eaten some fish in a restaurant. And I said, “Well, you 

probably just had scombroid poisoning." But so, histamine is one thing that can do it. 

Dr. Martin (08:26): And then another ingredient called nitrites— which are basically 

preservatives found in things like lunch meat, bacon, and sausage, in particular — in high 

quantities could potentially trigger headaches in a vulnerable nervous system. Once again, 

you might need to be predisposed at that time for a headache — either from weather or 

hormones, if you're female, and so forth — and then all of a sudden, on top of that, you 

have something that has nitrates. I can tell you that when I had migraines earlier in life, 
there was one time where there was a thunderstorm, which is a trigger for me, and I went to 

a pizza parlor and I had a pizza with pepperoni, sausage, and I also then topped it off with a 

beer. And I had a horrible headache at that time. So it was like a confluence of dietary 
triggers and then also weather changes, which triggered my headache. 

Carl Cincinnato (09:20): Yeah, I can relate to almost exactly to that experience. I've had a 

migraine triggered by a thunderstorm, and just the wrong foods at the unfortunate time can 

just be enough to tip you over into an attack. Absolutely. And also that pizza would contain 

gluten. A lot of people talk about gluten. Do we know whether it's a migraine trigger or not? 

Could it be a trigger for some people? 

Dr. Martin (09:47): Well, not everyone is sensitive to gluten. So there's something called 

celiac disease. Celiac disease [applies to] individuals that consume a protein within food 

called gluten, and then that protein will actually damage the small intestine, and lead to 
symptoms like diarrhea, bloating, and also abdominal pain, as well. But what people don't 

recognize is that also, as part of celiac disease, are headaches. And migraine is more 

common in people with celiac disease. 

Dr. Martin (10:19): There's also basically a nonceliac gluten sensitivity, where you don't have 

the full celiac disease, but you're still sensitive to gluten, as well. Now there are very specific 

blood tests you can do. There's something called a transglutaminase test that you can do to 
see if you are gluten sensitive; at least that's one test. It's not going to pick up every patient, 

but it really helps identify people that have celiac disease. And in my practice, I've probably 

picked up between 20 and 30 people with celiac disease with screening. And studies suggest 
that celiac disease is probably four times more common in migraine patients than in the 

general population. So there seems to be a subgroup of people that seem to be sensitive to 

gluten. And a lot of times I will screen them with this blood test, the transglutaminase — and 
there's other ones too, as well, that one can get to rule out celiac disease. But those people, 

they've shown that people that have celiac disease and have migraine, that if you strictly 
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follow a gluten-free diet — which frankly is very difficult to do, because there's gluten in just 
about everything — that you can reduce the frequency of migraine. Now, those are not 

randomized trials, there's no placebo group, but there are many studies suggesting that 

headaches improve in patients with celiac disease, when you follow that gluten-free diet. 

Carl Cincinnato (11:47): What about sweeteners like aspartame or sucralose? 

Dr. Martin (11:52): There are not a lot of great studies for that, but there were about three 

or four studies looking at aspartame in just a general population, not in patients with 

migraine. And the best study found that really high doses of aspartame were associated with 

headache. But you had to consume, like, the equivalent of two or three liters of diet soda; 
you'd have to consume an awful lot of aspartame! So probably aspartame in very high 

doses. And then sucralose — there is one case series by one of the headache doctors; he did 

it in his wife — where he did a randomized trial where he gave his wife a placebo sweetener, 

and the sucralose, and found that the sucralose triggered headache, like, in six of eight times 
when it was given. So there probably are people that are sensitive to sweeteners, as well, 

but probably not every person with migraine. 

Carl Cincinnato (12:54): Migraine has been described as a neuroinflammatory disorder. Can 

food cause inflammation? And why might that be related or connected to migraine and 

headache? 

Dr. Martin (13:05): Well, foods can contain certain fatty acids that increase inflammation, 

and certain fatty acids that reduce inflammation in the body. And the omega-3 fatty acids 

are the "good" fatty acids. And the omega-6 fatty acids are the "bad" ones that promote 
inflammation in your body. So, there was probably the very best study that we have looking 

at diet and headache [that] found that a diet that was high in omega-3’s (which decrease 

inflammation) and low in omega-6’s (which increase inflammation) decreased headaches in 

people with chronic migraine. These are really refractory ... chronic headache, most of which 

were chronic migraine [patients] — decreased it by about eight days per month. And the 

disability was substantially reduced in that group as well. Now what's very interesting is that 

you don't think about a dietary intervention in someone with chronic migraine, which are 
people that have 15 or more days per month, but in that study they were superior to a diet 

that included just very low amounts of omega-6’s, basically. So it looks like it's the ratio of 

these two that really make a difference — so [the ratio] between the good and the bad fatty 
acids. So that's probably the best diet that we have. And the foods that contain omega-3 

fatty acids would be foods like non-farm-raised salmon, cod, tuna, flaxseed. Now, flaxseed is 

interesting, as you can't consume the flaxseeds themselves, because they're not digested, so 
you have to get the flaxseed meal to get the right amounts of omega-3’s. 

Carl Cincinnato (14:57): So for the next section, I'd like to talk about a couple of types of 

diets and their merits for potentially reducing headache and migraine. So for each diet that 
we discuss, we're going to cover what it is, why it might help with migraine, if there's a 

potential mechanism of action, and any evidence that there might be to support its use for 

migraine. So let's kick off first with what's often called the anti-inflammatory diet. 

Dr. Martin (15:23): Well, we just talked about that before, and I think we talked about the 

evidence supporting its use with having both high omega-3’s and low omega-6 fatty acids, so 
that one's already been discussed. 
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Carl Cincinnato (15:34): There's another diet called DASH, which is the Dietary Approach to 

Stop Hypertension. Can you talk about whether hypertension is comorbid with migraine, 

and whether this might be a two-for-one, for people that have both conditions? 

Dr. Martin (15:48): Well, the DASH diet is used to — it's thought to be a diet that actually 

reduces blood pressure. So it's a diet that's lower in sodium and high in other ions like, for 

example, magnesium and potassium, that might lower blood pressure themselves. But they 

did show in one study — it wasn't the best study — but they did look at all people on the 
DASH diet and they broke them down into those that had low, moderate or high amounts of 

sodium. And they found that the DASH diet with the low sodium, the lowest sodium intake, 

actually had a lower headache severity than a DASH diet with a higher sodium intake. So 
there probably are subgroups of people, once again here, that might respond to a given diet. 

So if you have high blood pressure, probably avoiding salt might be very good for you. And 

the DASH diet might make sense for you if you have high blood pressure. 

Carl Cincinnato (16:49): So two things: one is that we're going to go through these diets in 

alphabetical order; that's sort of the rationale for these diets. And then the second one you 

said was — second, you made a point there [that] there may be certain diets that are better 

for different people with migraine. So one of the questions we asked in your in introduction, 

is there a diet to cure all? It sounds like you've just answered that. 

Dr. Martin (17:12): Well, we'll talk about my recommendations at the end: kind of like a 

combination of all the diets. But I think you have to realize that you have to find the right 

diet for you. So, if you're gluten sensitive, then probably a gluten-free diet makes sense. If 

you have hypertension, maybe this DASH diet makes sense. If you have — maybe some 
people will respond to the anti-inflammatory diet. So there may be a bit of trial and error in 

some patients to find the right diet for them. 

Carl Cincinnato (17:42): Fantastic. So we spoke about a gluten-free diet a little bit earlier. Is 

there anything you'd like to add to that type of diet for migraine or headache? 

Dr. Martin (17:51): No, it's just one where you avoid, mostly, wheat products. But as I said 

before, that's an extremely difficult diet to follow. Gluten is found in so many different 

foods. So it's a very restrictive diet. And usually when I have people that want to follow that 

diet, I usually refer them to a dietitian, because unless you're an extremely — a patient 
that's very, very particular, you might be missing very small amounts of gluten, and even 

small amounts of gluten can create an immune response that could theoretically trigger 

headaches. 

Carl Cincinnato (18:26): What about intermittent fasting or The Fast Diet, or sometimes you 

might have heard of the 5:2 Diet? 

Dr. Martin (18:34): Well ... we don't know — I'm not aware of any studies that have looked 

at those diets in persons with migraine. But we do know that fasting itself can trigger 

headaches. And in holidays like Yom Kippur and also the feast of Ramadan, where people 
fast for periods of time, that it has been shown that headaches are much more common on 

those days of fasting. So I would think that these intermittent fasts might provoke 

headaches in some people. So I think I'd be a bit cautious with use of those, in terms of a 

diet that might help my migraine patients. 
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Carl Cincinnato (19:14): What about low-carb diets, such as Atkins or ketogenic diets? 

Dr. Martin (19:20): There's no data on Atkins. So, a ketogenic diet is one where you just 

totally minimize the carbs, and you basically convert your body — your body starts 

producing these compounds called ketones, basically, when it doesn't have enough glucose 
in the body. And these ketones probably inhibit headaches. And there have been a number 

of what we call case series, which is where they just looked at people who are put on a strict 

ketogenic diet, and they reported that their migraines improved; in fact, many of them had 
been tried on all these different drugs and they didn't work. 

Dr. Martin (19:58): And then there was another study — it was very, very interesting — 

where they randomized people — well, they didn't randomize; they allowed them to choose 

which diets. They either went on a standard weight loss diet where they reduced calories, or 

they went on the ketogenic diet. And then the people that went on the ketogenic diet, their 

headache frequency went from like an average of five migraine days a month, down to, like, 
less than one in the first month. And then when they reintroduced the carbohydrates, the 

headaches went up a little bit but they never reached where they were at baseline. And 

what was also interesting was that the weight loss was maintained even when they 

reintroduced the carbs, but the headache went back up again. So it kind of suggested that it 

wasn't just the weight loss from the ketogenic diet that was doing it, but there might be 

some unique effect of the ketones produced by this diet. So there is some data. But you 
have to be really careful with that diet. In fact, many people think you have to follow blood 

work and electrolytes and make sure that the ketones are not too high in your bloodstream. 

You can develop an acid build up, you might develop osteoporosis over time, it might affect 
your cholesterol, and a variety of other different things. So you really should — if you're 

going to do that diet, you probably should be under the guidance of a dietitian, and possibly 

a physician, as well. 

Carl Cincinnato (21:26): Yeah. I tried the ketogenic diet and had fantastic results whilst I was 

on it. I was doing it for a couple of weeks, but then — I was doing it under doctor's 

supervision — and I had an elevated liver enzyme and I had to stop the diet. But I actually 

found that — and then I recommenced the diet later on and it didn't have the same impact 

— but I found it one of the most difficult diets to follow, because the amount of … the 

elimination of carbs means that you're loading up on fats as a fuel source. And you have a 

little bit of protein, but it's a mostly super high-fat diet, and it's not "dirty" fats. I mean, you 

can probably do, sort of, "dirty" fats, but actually healthy fats, like avocado, seeds, nuts and 

so on. It was really, really tricky to keep up. But it's fascinating that there's still so much 

science and research happening around this topic because ketogenic diets, I believe, are also 
used in refractory epilepsy, particularly for young kids, to some success — which, we know 

epilepsy is related to migraine, in some sense. 

Dr. Martin (22:34): They've actually done studies in animal models and tried to induce the 

equivalent of a migraine in a rat. And what they found was that when you have high 

ketones, it becomes more difficult to induce the electrical wave that produces an aura, 
which are like visual symptoms, or sensory symptoms, or motor loss. So the ketones 

probably do have a direct effect on the cortex part of the brain that's important in aura, and 

that might be one of the mechanisms through which they work. 

Carl Cincinnato (23:04): Interesting. I mean, that's exactly the type of migraine I have: 

migraine with aura. So yeah, very interesting. I might get back to the doctor and explore 
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that. Low-fat diet — so we were just talking about some of the highest-fat diets that are 
possible — what about a low-fat diet for migraine? 

Dr. Martin (23:21): There have actually been two studies that actually addressed this, and 

they both showed that a low-fat diet also reduced the frequency of migraines as compared 
to a different type of diet. So low-fat diets could also be effective. And I would think that, in 

some patients — particularly ones whose cholesterol might be high — that that might be — 

and that's a fair number of migraine patients because high cholesterol is very common in 
patients with migraine; in fact all the cardiovascular risk factors like high blood pressure and 

high cholesterol are more common in migraine patients — but that might be a diet that you 

might want to follow if you had heart disease, or if you had a history of stroke. And that 
might actually help headaches as well. 

Carl Cincinnato (24:06): What about a low-glycemic diet (or low-GI diet)? 

Dr. Martin (24:11): There also is one study that showed that a low-glycemic-index diet — 

and just to, kind of, give you an idea of this kind of diet, is that each food has something 

called a glycemic index. That's the ability of the food to release glucose. And foods that have 

a high glycemic index: when you eat something with them, it shoots the glucose way up. And 

ones that have the highest glycemic index are things like sweets, white breads, and so forth 

— so all the, kind of, processed foods that we eat. And there were some times when I've 
noticed that after I eat, say a sweet, I will get a headache right behind my left eye, as well. 

So I think there's probably something to it. It's probably shooting that sugar way up, and 

then coming down is probably something that can trigger headaches in some individuals. 

There is some data on a low-glycemic-index diet. And that would be another one where 
you'd probably want to eat that if you had diabetes, because patients who have diabetes, 

every time they eat some sort of carb, it will shoot their blood sugars up, and probably even 

higher than what a normal person would. So that would be a group of patients in whom you 

might want to consider a low-glycemic-index diet. 

Carl Cincinnato (25:34): And the Paleo diet? 

Dr. Martin (25:37): The Paleo diet is one where they eat ... they don't eat hardly any 

processed foods, basically. So there's some overlap between some of these diets. They eat a 

lot of the grains and nuts that they ate back, you know, thousands of years ago. But there's 
no data on that in migraine, although I wouldn't be surprised if that wasn't an effective diet, 

too, because that's probably a low-glycemic-index diet, too. But I'm not aware of any data in 

migraine patients or headache patients that suggest that that diet is effective. 

Carl Cincinnato (26:08): And lastly, are vegetarian, vegan, or plant-based diets. How do they 

fare? 

Dr. Martin (26:13): There is one study that randomized patients to a vegan diet. Now, the 

difference between a vegetarian and a vegan is that not only do ... the vegetarians eat a 

plant-based diet, but they still allow milk and eggs and things like that; but a vegan group, 
they eliminate all those. And there was one study that suggested that the frequency of 

headaches did go down with the vegan diet. But once again, that is a diet that would be a 

low-glycemic-index diet. And that would be one that avoids a lot of the processed foods like 

glutens and so forth that are found in a lot of breads and cereals and so forth. So 
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consequently, a lot of these diets are — there's a lot of overlap between these diets in terms 
of what they might be doing. 

Carl Cincinnato (27:03): So, we've talked about high-fat diets, low-fat diets. It feels like 

there's conflicting evidence, like sometimes both might be good for migraine, but different 
for different people. After doing all this research, what do you think is a rational approach to 

diet? 

Dr. Martin (27:22): I think that what's healthy for your body is probably healthy for your 

brain and your migraine. So I think that trying to minimize processed foods to the best you 

can; not eating sweets; eating foods that are high in good fats, like omega-3’s, and foods 
that are low in omega-6’s — so eating certain kinds of fish, like non-farm-raised salmon, and 

cod, and tuna, and sardines, is another food that's high in omega-3’s — and basically 

keeping and eating lots of fruits and vegetables. 

Dr. Martin (28:04): And then not only do you want to eat fruits and vegetables overall, but 

you want to have ones that have different colors, because different colors in food have 

different antioxidants, and antioxidants are probably very healthy for you. So, like, if you eat 

a red pepper and a green pepper and a yellow pepper, each one of those has different 

antioxidants that might be healthy. So minimizing processed foods — staying away from 

things like potato chips, pretzels, that have high glycemic index; eating lots of fruits — but 
the fruits that are probably the best are the berries. Ones like citrus fruits that really shoot 

the sugars way up like oranges and grapefruit may not be the best; frankly, oranges are 

another trigger for me, as well. 

Dr. Martin (28:56): And then just keeping your calories down, because we didn't really talk 

about this, but being overweight can create inflammation in your body and it can create a 

number of different other disorders. There's one called intracranial hypertension, which is 

where your spinal fluid pressures go up, that can trigger headaches in some people. 

Sometimes if you're overweight, you can develop sleep apnea and that can trigger 

headaches. So the diet is intimately related with other disorders, as well, that might trigger 

headaches. So keeping the calories down, staying away from processed foods, and eating 
healthy foods is really a healthy migraine diet. 

Carl Cincinnato (29:36): I think that's a great place to conclude the interview. Dr. Martin, 

thank you so much for joining us again on the Migraine World Summit. 

Dr. Martin (29:43): Thank you very much. 
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