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Introduction

Previous research suggests that pain arising on the left
side of the body may be associated with greater emo-
tional distress and use of healthcare services than right-
sided pain. Migraine is a highly prevalent condition in
which lateralized pain is a core diagnostic feature.

Aims

We sought to evaluate whether patients with exclusive
or predominant left-sided migraine pain experienced
higher levels of distress or healthcare use compared
with those with right-sided pain.

Methods

We extracted medical record information for a random
sample of 477 patients with migraine seen in 2011 at
the John R. Graham Headache Center. Information was
collected on patient demographic characteristics, comor-
bid affective spectrum and other selected psychiatric
diagnoses, ED visits and healthcare contacts. Using a
scoring system, we categorized patients as having exclu-
sive, predominant, somewhat or no right or left latera-
lized pain.

Results

Of the 228 patients with some degree of lateralized head
pain, almost twice as many experienced right vs left
lateralized pain (47% vs 29%). With one exception
(PTSD), there were no statistically significant differences
between the groups in measures of affective spectrum
disorder comorbidities or healthcare use.
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Conclusions

Taken as a whole, our data do not support the view that
left-sided head pain is more distressing than right-sided
pain. Although lateralization of head pain is useful in
making a diagnosis of migraine, it does not have addi-
tional clincal implications. Additionally, its absence does
not rule out a diagnosis of migraine, since in our sample
roughly half of patients with migraine had bilateral pain.
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