	TABLE 4 
Red Flags in the Evaluation of Acute Headaches in Adults 



	Red flag
 
Differential diagnosis
 
Possible work-up
Headache beginning after 50 years of age
 
Temporal arteritis, mass lesion
 
Erythrocyte sedimentation rate, neuroimaging
Sudden onset of headache
 
Subarachnoid hemorrhage, pituitary apoplexy, hemorrhage into a mass lesion or vascular malformation, mass lesion (especially posterior fossa mass)
 
Neuroimaging; lumbar puncture if neuroimaging is negative* 
Headaches increasing in frequency and severity
 
Mass lesion, subdural hematoma, medication overuse
 
Neuroimaging, drug screen
New-onset headache in a patient with risk factors for HIV infection or cancer
 
Meningitis (chronic or carcinomatous), brain abscess (including toxoplasmosis), metastasis
 
Neuroimaging; lumbar puncture if neuroimaging is negative*
Headache with signs of systemic illness (fever, stiff neck, rash)
 
Meningitis, encephalitis, Lyme disease, systemic infection, collagen vascular disease
 
Neuroimaging, lumbar puncture,¥ serology
Focal neurologic signs or symptoms of disease (other than typical aura)
 
Mass lesion, vascular malformation, stroke, collagen vascular disease
 
Neuroimaging, collagen vascular evaluation (including antiphospholipid antibodies)
Papilledema
 
Mass lesion, pseudotumor cerebri, meningitis
 
Neuroimaging, lumbar puncture¥
Headache subsequent to head trauma
 
Intracranial heamorrhage, subdural hematoma, epidural hematoma, post-traumatic headache
 
Neuroimaging of brain, skull and, possibly, cervical spine


	


Key Negatives & Positives to document in the history
· Age at onset (PMR S+S documented in > 50s)
· Nature of onset

· Severity

· BP, P, Temp

· Neck Stiffness, photophobia, Kernig’s sign, GCS (in acute headache)

· Neurological Symptoms (incl those of raised ICP)?

· Papilloedema?

· Risk Groups – Cancer, HIV etc

Record what you have found, including important negatives. Failure to record ophthalmoscopy, Kernig’s sign, neck stiffness, photophobia and assessment of consciousness are recurring themes in litigation.
