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By Kelsie Kenefick, MPS, BCB,
LMHC

Do you believe that your headache
pain can be managed naturally? I
didn’t believe it until 1989 when I
was involved in a serious automo-
bile accident. The chronic pain and
headaches I experienced were so
intense I could not work for several
months. During that time, I focused
on using some of the skills I had
learned as a psychologist, yoga
instructor and teacher of mind-
body skills to both lessen my pain
and to help me cope with it.

The success I had with pain con-
trol dramatically changed my life.
My enjoyment of life returned as
the pain dissolved. I was so inspired
that I became a biofeedback thera-
pist. I wanted to put the science
behind what I had experienced
with my own recovery.

Biofeedback, which is short for
“biological feedback,” shows people
what is going on in their bodies in a
measurable way. Bodily functions
that are typically not consciously
controlled are displayed on a
computer screen. The patient then
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learns how to take control of these
functions.

Learning how to control muscle
tension, blood flow and stress can
reduce all sorts of pain, including
headaches. While biofeedback is
the most direct way to access these
skills, there are other ways to learn
them when biofeedback is not
available. These techniques can
help ease headache pain naturally.
Even the biggest skeptics can
achieve results as long as they
actually do the exercises.
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Habits in Your Body—Habits in Your
Mind

Virtually everything you do in life
is a habit, from the thoughts you
think to the stress you carry in
your body. The good news is that
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Take Control of Your Headaches

you can consciously learn how to
change these habits. Specifically,
when learning to take control of
your headaches you will want to
learn how to make new habits in
your autonomic nervous system
(ANS).

The ANS controls bodily func-
tions that most people think of as
automatic. These include respira-
tion, heart rate, circulation, sweat
gland activity, blood pressure and
muscle tension. The ANS is com-
prised of two parts: the sympa-
thetic nervous system and the
parasympathetic nervous system.

The sympathetic nervous system
is designed to help you deal with
emergencies or threats. This is
important if you have a real emer-
gency to deal with. Let’s say you
had to run into a burning house to
save a loved one. Your digestion is
not important at this time so it
shuts down. Muscle tension is crit-
ical for added strength and there-
fore the muscles unconsciously
tighten up. Adrenaline and other
stress hormones get secreted into
your bloodstream. Your arteries
would constrict so that if you were
to get cut you would bleed less.
The heart would beat faster, blood
pressure would rise, and many
other changes would occur in your
body. We call this the “fight or
flight” response.

This fight-or-flight response is
important in all animals, including
humans, as it is the amazing way
an animal protects itself. However,
most stressors in our modern soci-
ety are psychological. Still, the
body reacts in the same way to a
psychological threat as it does to a
physical danger.

When you are at a “normal” level
of tension in the body and mind,
you are functioning in the para-
sympathetic nervous system. This
is when you feel relaxed and at
ease. Unfortunately, many people
nowadays feel stressed even when
there is no real danger. They spend
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much of their waking life with
their sympathetic nervous system
activated. This chronic use of the
sympathetic nervous system causes
high muscle tension and constrict-
ed arteries, which can play a role
in headaches.

To relieve the source of head-
ache pain we need to activate the
parasympathetic nervous system.
How do we do that? There are
four primary ways to accomplish
this:

e Breathing properly

e Relaxing specific muscles

e Increasing your circulation to

the extremities

e Calming your mind

Since all of these are connected,
when we relax one, we relax them
all. When you have successfully
shifted some damaging habits in
the ANS you will be better able to
take control of your headaches.

The good news is that you
can consciously learn how to

change your habits.

The exercises in this article,
which focus on breathing properly,
are designed so they take only a
little time every day. They are sim-
ple, yet very powerful, and if you
do them regularly you will begin
to create a “new normal” level of
tension in your ANS. Eventually,
these skills will become well inte-
grated into your life and you won't
even need to set aside a special
time for practice. You will have
created new habits.

Change does not always come
easily, but you will find that the
changes you make in your ANS
are ones you will enjoy. Start by
taking a small sheet of paper and
writing down the following:
“Everything I do is a habit.
choose to create new habits.” Keep
this reminder where you will see it
regularly so it can help you
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