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Occipital nerve stimulation (ONS)

Stimulation of the occipital nerve is a modality for the treatment of chronic migraine, with greater
than 50% pain reduction in approximately 80% of patients in open-label trials and ∼40% of patients in
randomized controlled trials. 1).

How ONS affects sensory thresholds and whether modulation of thresholds could predict which
patients respond to the therapy remains unclear.

It seems to decrease migraine-related headache intensity by modulating activity in areas involved in
processing the affective, emotional, and cognitive aspects of pain as well as the anticipation of pain 2).

De La Cruz et al show that ONS improves mechanical thresholds in a rodent CM model, but not in
shams. The finding that mechanical but not thermal thresholds are altered with ONS suggests a more
significant modulation of A-α/β fibers than of C fibers. Assessing the ability of ONS to reduce
mechanical thresholds during a trial period could potentially be used to predict which patients
respond 3).

Jennifer Sweet et al. conducted a systematic literature search using the PubMed database and the
Cochrane Library to locate articles published between 1966 and April 2014 using MeSH headings and
keywords relevant to ONS as a means to treat occipital neuralgia. A second literature search was
conducted using the PubMed database and the Cochrane Library to locate articles published between
1966 and June 2014 using MeSH headings and keywords relevant to interventions that predict
response to ONS in ON. The strength of evidence of each article that underwent full text review and
the resulting strength of recommendation were graded according to the guidelines development
methodology of the American Association of Neurological Surgeons/Congress of Neurological
Surgeons Joint Guidelines Committee.

Nine studies met the criteria for inclusion in this guideline. All articles provided Class III Level of
evidence.

Based on the data derived from this systematic literature review, the following Level III
recommendation can be made: the use of ONS is a treatment option for patients with medically
refractory ON 4).
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