
Frequent headache is a problem for many people, and 
some have come to rely on medicines for pain available 
without a prescription from their local pharmacy. 
Unfortunately, using these medicines to manage frequent 
headache can cause many problems, particularly if the 
medicines include codeine. 

What problems can result from using over-the-
counter medicines for headache?
Headaches become more frequent and more severe 
Taking medicines for pain too often can actually make your 
 headaches more frequent, more severe and harder to manage. This 
may be hard to recognise as pain medicines do produce some 
immediate relief, but this is outweighed by the longer-term 
 aggravation. This is  particularly the case if you use codeine or other 
opioid medicines to treat your pain. 
• If you are taking codeine on more than 10 days per month, 

stopping it can significantly reduce headache intensity and 
frequency in at least 30% of people.

Headache cause is not identified 
Not seeking medical advice means that the cause of your headache is not identified. 
• Different types of headache are treated with different medicines (preventives), so 

it is really important to get the right diagnosis and not just treat symptoms.
• New or worsening headache can also be a sign of a more serious brain problem 

and may mean you need more investigation, such as a brain scan.

Codeine causes adverse effects
Medicines containing codeine can cause problems when used for more than a few 
days to manage acute pain (like the pain you experience after an operation). 

What are the adverse effects of medicines containing codeine? 
Codeine tolerance and dependence
When codeine is used regularly, it becomes less effective and the body needs higher 
doses to achieve the same effect. This is a physical reaction that is not under a person’s 
control, not a psychological addiction to the drug. 
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Symptoms of codeine tolerance and dependence can include 
loss of appetite, cold sweats, poor coordination, confusion, mood 
swings, change in sleep patterns, loss of interest in normal activi-
ties, relationship problems, using more codeine and having 
difficulty reducing the dose.

Some people feel that they cannot reduce the dose because 
they ‘need’ it to control their headaches. In fact, the headaches 
in this case are often due to the drug wearing off, and are actually 
a sign of withdrawal and dependence rather than of the original 
headache.

Worsening of pain over time
Long-term use of opioids changes the way your brain processes 
pain, making you more sensitive to pain. This is called ‘opioid-
induced hyperalgesia’.

Other adverse effects of codeine
Codeine has other adverse effects that include:
• suppression of the immune system
• suppression of sex hormones, leading to poor sexual 

function, altered menstrual cycle, osteoporosis, fatigue 
and weight gain 

• depression
• accidental overdose or death, especially if codeine is 

combined with other medicines or drugs (e.g. alcohol, 
sleep aids and muscle relaxants)

• short-term adverse effects, including sedation, dizziness, 
nausea, constipation and poor concentration.

How can frequent headaches be controlled?
Good control of frequent headaches uses two types of 
medicine:
• Preventives, which aim to reduce headache frequency and 

severity and are taken regularly every day. These are most 
helpful for people with frequent headaches – more than 
three or four per month.

• Relieving or acute medicine, which is taken once to treat a bad headache. The 
most common cause of severe headaches is migraine and there are a number of 
highly effective and specific acute treatments for migraine. For most people, 
these work much better than codeine-based treatments. Acute medicines cannot 
be taken too often or they make the headaches worse. Most medicines in this 
group can be taken on a maximum of 10 to 15 days per month.
Your doctor will need to take a history of your headaches to correctly diagnose 

what sort of headache you have and choose the right medicine for you. They may order 
tests such as brain CT or MRI to rule out other problems, but these are not always 
essential.  MT

  

Patient handout Codeine and your headaches continuedMedicineToday    

This MedicineToday handout is provided only for general information purposes. The information may not apply to everyone and the handout is not a substitute for 

professional medical care and advice. Please discuss the information with your doctor.

MedicineToday   ❙   DECEMBER 2018, VOLUME 19, NUMBER 12    23

WHAT OTHER THINGS CAN HELP REDUCE HEADACHE 
FREQUENCY AND SEVERITY?

In addition to medicine, there are a number of things you can 
do to help reduce your headache frequency and severity.

• Get good quality sleep at regular hours 
For more advice on sleep, see www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au/
health/conditionsandtreatments/sleep-hygiene

• Eat regularly   
Eat regular meals low in simple sugars and refined 
carbohydrates. Do not skip meals

• Drink plenty of water  
Drink plenty of water to stay well hydrated; 1.5 to 2 litres 
daily is a good amount for most people unless you are on 
fluid restriction for medical reasons

• Take some regular exercise  
Walking, swimming and cycling are all good options for 
people with headaches. Running and aerobics (anything that 
involves jumping or thumping) can aggravate headache and 
may be better avoided

• Limit caffeinated drinks  
Drink a maximum of two cups of caffeinated drink daily. 
Avoid caffeine after 3 pm if you have problems sleeping

• Avoid known triggers for your headaches  
Common food triggers for migraine include chocolate, strong 
cheeses, monosodium glutamate (MSG), citrus, preserved 
meats and alcohol. It may be worth exploring these in your 
diet to see if they affect you

• Ensure good workplace ergonomics and take regular breaks 
Good ergonomics at work are important, particularly if you 
use a computer. Take regular ‘mini-breaks’ every 45 minutes 
to stand, stretch and rest your eyes for a few minutes

• Use a relaxation technique  
Regular use of a relaxation technique to help manage stress 
can be helpful. This might include meditation, mindfulness, 
yoga, progressive muscle relaxation, breathing techniques 
or guided relaxation using a phone app
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