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Assessing the impact of migraine in primary care

Figure 1. Dr Andrew Dowson

The management of migraine is currently

sub-optimal in UK primary care. Two tools have

been developed to assess the impact of migraine on

the patient’s lifestyle, the ‘Migraine Disability

Assessment (midas) Questionnaire’ and the

‘Headache Impact Test’ (hit).

These impact tools can be used to help physicians

assess migraine severity, develop treatment plans

and monitor response to therapy. They are being

increasingly used in guidelines for the management

of migraine.

The latest Migraine in Primary Care Advisors (mipca)
meeting, held on 14 June 2001 at the Berystede Hotel,Ascot,
Berkshire, uk, addressed the topic of ‘Assessing the impact
of migraine’. Dr Andrew Dowson (Figure 1) chaired the
meeting and presented the latest research on using tools that
assess the impact of migraine to improve migraine
management in primary care.1

There were twelve contributing attendees from primary care,
nursing, the Migraine Action Association patients’ group
and the pharmaceutical industry.

Details of the attendees are shown in the box on page 4.
The key points from the meeting are shown below and
discussed in detail on pages 2‒3.Page 4 contains a summary
of the main areas of discussion raised at the meeting.

Migraine is an unpredictable, heterogeneous, disabling
condition.

Migraine is often under-estimated,under-diagnosed and
under-treated in primary care.

Impact tools, such as midas or hit, may help physicians
to better understand the impact of migraine on their
patients’ lifestyles and thereby improve medical care for
migraine.

Both midas and hit are simple to use and score, are
scientifically reliable and valid, and have wide clinical
applications.

However, hit is more accessible than midas and has a
greater coverage of the entire range of headache severity.
Only hit can also distinguish migraine from other
headaches.

Attendees at this mipca meeting endorsed the use of
impact tools in primary care by gps, pharmacists, nurses
and patients.

Impact tools are well suited for managing migraine in
primary care and their uptake should be encouraged.

Key points from the MIPCA meeting



The need to assess the impact of migraine
Migraine is an unpredictable, heterogeneous disorder and
attacks vary widely in frequency, duration, severity and
reported symptoms. Because of this, migraine is not always
managed effectively in primary care, although it is a
remarkably disabling condition.Migraine patients often do
not consult their general practitioner (GP) for care and,even
when they do, usually find it difficult to communicate the
impact that the illness has on their lives. GPs commonly
do not diagnose migraine correctly and prescribed
medications often do not provide patients with satisfactory
efficacy. The end result is that migraine is under-estimated,
under-diagnosed and under-treated in primary care (Figure 2).

Impact tools were developed to improve medical care for
migraine. The impact of migraine can be considered as the
objective effects of the illness on sufferers’lifestyles, including
their work and leisure activities, and can be assessed by
measuring some or all of: headache-related disability, pain
intensity, headache frequency, tiredness and mood
alterations.Disability is measured as lost time due to migraine
in the patient’s normal lifestyle,encompassing employment,
unpaid work and family and leisure activities. Two impact
tools have recently been developed, the Migraine Disability
Assessment (midas) Questionnaire and the Headache
Impact Test.Both questionnaires assess headache in general,
rather than migraine specifically, and so have general
applications in the field of headache management.

Impact tools for migraine
The midas Questionnaire – midas (information available
at www.midas-migraine.net) is a paper-based questionnaire,
designed to be available at physicians’ surgeries and
pharmacies. Migraine sufferers answer five disability
questions covering the previous 3-month period (Figure 3).
They score the number of lost days due to headache in the
domains of employment, household work and family and
social activities.Sufferers also report the number of additional
days with significant limitations to activity (at least 50%
reduced productivity) in employment and household work.
The total midas score is obtained by summing the answers
to the five questions as lost days due to headache. This can
sometimes be higher than the actual number of lost headache
days due to any one day being counted in more than one
domain. The score is categorised into four severity grades:
Grade i = 0‒5 (defined as minimal or infrequent disability);
Grade ii = 6‒10 (mild or infrequent disability); Grade iii =
11‒20 (moderate disability); Grade iv = 21 and over (severe
disability).Two other questions (a and b) are not scored,but
are included to provide the physician with clinically relevant
information on headache frequency and pain intensity.
midas has been tested extensively and was shown to have

face validity and to be reliable, accurate, easy to use and
score and intuitively meaningful to physicians.MIPCA
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Development and utility of impact tools for migraine
Andrew J Dowson, mb. Director of the King’s Headache Service, King’s College Hospital, London, uk

The Headache Impact Test (hit) – hit was first developed
as a web-based test, designed to be accessed and used by
physicians and headache sufferers on the internet, at
www.amIhealthy.com.This is a dynamic questionnaire,with
items derived from four earlier headache questionnaires
sampling all areas of headache impact (Figure 4). Patients
are questioned until clinical standards of score precision,
which can be pre-defined by the physician, are met. In
practice, five questions or fewer are sufficient to grade the
majority of headache sufferers with severe,moderate or mild
headache.In a study of more than 19,000 headache sufferers
completing Internet-hit on-line in the usa, it demonstrated
reliability and validity, and covered the whole spectrum of
headache from mild to severe. Internet-hit took only 1‒2
minutes to complete and differentiated sufferers on the basis
of diagnosis and characteristics such as headache severity
and frequency. Results showed that migraine had greater
impact on sufferers’ lives than most other headaches.

hit-6™ is a paper-based, short-form version of Internet-
hit,designed for people without access to the internet (Figure
5). Six questions cover pain severity, loss of employment,
household work and recreational activities, the need to lie
down, tiredness, mood alterations and the ability to
concentrate. Each question is scored individually on a five-
point scale, with the scores being added to produce the
final score. hit-6™ scores are categorised into four grades,
representing minimal, mild, moderate and severe impact
due to headache.Studies have shown that hit-6™ is reliable
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Figure 2. Barriers to successful migraine
management in primary care

Figure 3. The MIDAS Questionnaire
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and valid,and can be used to identify migraine sufferers and
customise therapy according to illness severity. Also, hit-
6™ scores were directly related to self-reported hours of
workplace productivity loss due to headache. Internet-hit
and hit-6™ scores compared well to each other when the
two form of the questionnaire were tested on a group of
headache sufferers.

Comparing midas with hit – Table 1 shows a comparison
of the key attributes of midas and hit.midas assesses impact
as a static measure of disability, while hit uses a global
assessment, tailored to each migraine sufferer in Internet-
hit. Both questionnaires are brief, simple to use and score,
and have demonstrated scientific validity and clinical utility.
However,the greater designed accessibility of hit, its greater

coverage of the whole spectrum of headache patients,
irrespective of their illness severity, and its capacity to
differentiate migraine from other headaches may make it
the preferred tool for use in primary care.So far,only midas
has exhibited sensitivity to change and can therefore be used
to monitor the success of therapy. hit has not been tested
for this, but is expected to also have this feature.

The clinical utility of midas and hit – midas and hit have
both been shown to have a wide potential utility in clinical
practice. They:

Improve communication between patients and their
physicians on the impact of migraine.

Help the physician to assess migraine severity.

Help the physician to produce an individualised treatment
plan for each migraine patient, when used with other
clinical assessments.

Provide an outcome measure to monitor the success of
interventions (midas only).

Form an integral part of new clinical guidelines for the
management of migraine.

These features have proved popular with specialist physicians
and both midas and hit are now widely used in secondary
care.The challenge now is to gauge the utility of impact tools
in primary care. Limited evidence has indicated that there
may be problems in launching midas directly to patients
and pharmacists without prior education on its use. So far,
hit has not been used significantly in primary care.

Key Attributes

Brief and easy to use and score, 
by patients or physicians
Designed for use on the 
internet and in paper form
Global measure of impact

Scientifically reliable and valid 
measure of migraine impact
Covers the whole spectrum 
of headache
Differentiates migraine from 
other headaches
Assesses loss of work due 
to headache
Utility established in 
clinical practice
Sensitive to change and can be 
used as an outcome measure

MIDAS Internet-HIT 
and HIT-6™

Figure 5. The paper-based, short-form version of the
Headache Impact Test (HIT-6™)

Table 1. A comparison of the key attributes of MIDAS and HIT.

Figure 4. The internet version of the Headache
Impact Test (Internet-HIT)



Bringing impact tools for migraine into primary care

3. To make an initial assessment of headache impact for each
patient to allow the development of appropriate
management and medication strategies, tailoring
treatment to the patient’s lifestyle demands (af, fc, sb).

4. To monitor treatment efficacy: as an indicator of
therapeutic success or failure (af, fc, sb). Although
subjective to a degree, impact tools are no less scientific
than conventional assessments such as ‘headache free’
or ‘return to normal activities’ (fc).

5. As an implicit part of new guidelines for the management
of migraine.

Choice of impact tools for primary care
The meeting attendees did not reach a consensus on the best
tool for use in primary care. Two GPs who had used midas
had reservations about its utility (af, tr). midas was also
launched unsuccessfully with pharmacists and patients in
the uk (ad, at). The Migraine Action Association received
no feedback when they published midas in their newsletter.
Although the response to hit was positive during the
meeting, none of the attendees had used it.

Introducing impact tools into primary care
Education of both patients and GPs on migraine impact and
the use of impact tools will be necessary for their successful
introduction. The initial launch of impact tools is probably
best achieved through headache clinics and GPs with an
existing interest in treating headache (sb).

Reference
1. Dowson AJ.Assessing the impact of migraine. Curr Med

Res Opin 2001; (In Press).
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Conclusions

This mipca meeting endorsed the use of impact tools

for migraine in primary care. They were

recommended for raising the profile of migraine

and demonstrating its impact on patients’ lifestyles,

aiding in the assessment of migraine severity and

the production of individualised treatment plans in

concert with other clinical assessments, and in

monitoring the response to therapy. The meeting

did not recommend one specific impact tool,but did

recommend that it be useful in research and be usable

by GPs, pharmacists, nurses and patients.

The mipca Meeting attendees discussed the need for
migraine impact tools, their necessary attributes and utility,
and how they can best be introduced into primary care.This
article summarises the main points raised.

The need for migraine impact tools in primary care
The meeting attendees agreed that there is a need for new
ways to assess migraine patients in primary care. Barriers
to migraine care exist for both patients and GPs (fc).

For the patient, treating the impact of migraine is probably
the most important issue (fc).However,patients underplay
this when they consult their GPs (at). Also, patients seem
not to rate non-headache migraine symptoms as medical
(tb).

GPshave difficulties in going through protocols with patients
(fc) and migraine diaries need reinforcement with other
measures (hf). GPs need to recognise that migraine causes
significant impact to the patient’s lifestyle (dw), yet a uk
study showed that they do not assess migraine impact as
often as they do family history,symptoms and trigger factors
(ad). Although the majority of GPs probably do make
informal assessments of migraine impact,they are subjective
(af,all) and an impact tool would be helpful in the objective
assessment of the impact of migraine on the patient’s life
and treatment needs (all). To treat patients effectively, it is
important to ask questions about migraine impact, but
this should be taken as part of the whole clinical judgement
of their needs (at).

Necessary attributes of an impact tool for migraine 
Impact tools should be available as self-administered
questionnaires that can be used in a brief form (dw). Open
questions should be used, rather than a ‘ticking boxes’
approach (fc). In practice, the impact tool should be
discriminating and integrated with other assessments of
migraine symptoms (fc,sb).Impact tools need to be refined
and shown to be specific and work in research and general
practice (fc). Finally, impact tools should be widely
accessible: to patients in their homes; in pharmacies and GPs’
waiting rooms; and with nurse consultants, e.g. in well
woman clinics (ad,af,fc,hs).The use of these tools should
also have positive effects on the GP’s practice, highlighting
that migraine is a disabling illness and raising its profile in
primary care (sb).

Uses of impact tools in primary care
The meeting attendees agreed that impact tools have the
following uses:

1. To demonstrate that migraine is a disabling illness,
showing the impact of untreated migraine on society and
sufferers’ work and personal lives (at).

2. To raise and maintain the profile of migraine in primary
care (sb).

The MIPCA meeting ‘Assessing the Impact of Migraine’, was sponsored by GlaxoSmithKline. It was chaired by Dr Andrew
Dowson (AD), Director of the King’s Headache Service, King’s College Hospital, London and attended by seven GPs
(Dr Tony Bland (TB), Chester; Dr Sue Bradford (SB), Sheffield; Dr Frances Carter (FC), London; Dr Heather Fearon (HF), Runcorn;
Dr Ahmet Fuat (AF), Darlington; Dr Trevor Rees (TR), Solihull; Dr David Watson (DW), Aberdeen), one nurse
(Ms Heather Spitall (HS), Birmingham), Ms Ann Turner (AT) of the Migraine Action Association, West Byfleet, Ms Debbie Stead of
GlaxoSmithKline and Dr Pete Blakeborough of Alpha-Plus Medical Communications Ltd. 
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