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Fibromyalgia
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Manasging symptoms for life quality

Fibromyalgia (FM) is a disorder
characterized by chronic
widespread pain at “tender points”
(specific places on the neck,
shoulders, back, hips, arms, and
legs) that have a heightened painful
response when pressure is put

on them."? FM symptoms are not
restricted to pain.? FM is actually

a “syndrome” — a set of symptoms
existing together.> Other symptoms
may include: debilitating fatigue,
sleep disturbance, and joint
stiffness. Some patients may also
report difficulty swallowing,

bowel and bladder abnormalities,
numbness and tingling in the
hands and feet, problems with
thinking and memory (sometimes
called “brain fog” or “fibro fog”),"?2
headaches and migraines, anxiety,
and depression.*

FM is estimated to affect 5-6 million
Americans aged 18 or older; 80-

90 percent are women, although
men and children can also have

the disorder."® FM is usually
diagnosed in middle age® (between
age 20-50).' Roughly one quarter of
people with FM are work disabled
due to their condition.®

FM is an often a misunderstood,
misdiagnosed, and even
unrecognized disorder.>” The
cause is unknown, although
current thought suggests it may
be related to problems with the
central nervous system. There is
no cure for FM, although there are
treatments that can help. There is
also no laboratory, radiologic, or
other diagnostic test to diagnose
FM; however, these types of tests
can be used to exclude other
possible conditions.”

In this issue of HealthHints, we
hope to help you learn strategies
to get an early, accurate diagnosis
and find help for managing the
chronic symptoms of fibromyalgia
for a good life quality.

Suspect fibromyalgia?

Find an experienced doctor
“The problem with fibromyalgia is
that there are so many symptoms
that you feel like a hypochondriac,
especially when no one can see

any of your pain, brain fog, and
exhaustion. Your symptoms are
mostly invisible to others.”® The
pain of FM tends to come and go
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and move about the body, which
can make explaining symptoms
difficult for the patient and
diagnosis difficult for the doctor.
“Added to this is a tremendous
variability of symptoms between
one person with fibromyalgia and
another. These complications cause
physicians to be perplexed and
patients to be frustrated.”®

“Since people with fibromyalgia
tend to look healthy and
conventional tests are typically
normal, a physician knowledgeable
about the disorder is necessary

to make a diagnosis.”* It’s
important to find an empathetic
doctor, who is knowledgeable
about FM and its treatment, and
will listen to and work with the
patient.” ® Many family physicians,
general internists, neurologists,

or rheumatologists (doctors who
specialize in arthritis and other
conditions that affect the joints or
soft tissue) can treat FM."#

“Fibromyalgia is not a form of
arthritis (joint disease) and does
not cause inflammation or damage
to joints, muscles, or other tissues.
However, because fibromyalgia
can cause chronic pain and
fatigue similar to arthritis, it may
be thought of as a rheumatic
condition. As a result, it is often
the rheumatologist who makes
the diagnosis (and rules out

other rheumatic diseases), but
your primary care physician can
provide all the care and treatment
for fibromyalgia that you need.””

For information on other health topics, visit Extension’s Family & Consumer Sciences website: http://fcs.tamu.edu.


http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/medical/IM02372

To locate a rheumatologist in your
area, see the American College
of Rheumatology Membership

Directory.

Diagnosis

Two criteria

To diagnose FM, your doctor
will ask you about your medical
history and perform a physical
examination. Prepare ahead of
time for your appointment by
writing out your symptoms and
medical details.

There are two established criteria
for the diagnosis of FM:

e widespread pain (i.e., pain
occurring on both sides of the
body and above and below
the waist) lasting at least three
months, and

e atleast 11 positive tender points
- out of a total possible of 18.°
(Tender points are identified by
putting just enough pressure to
cause the nail bed to blanch or
turn white,'’ 4 kilograms.'")

Because FM symptoms can

come and go (even fluctuating
throughout the day®), and the
exact amount of pressure needed
to determine tender points can be
difficult to assess, “less stringent
guidelines have been developed
for doctors to use in general
practice. These newer diagnostic
criteria include:

e widespread pain lasting at least
three months, and

¢ 1o other underlying condition
that might be causing the
pain.”?

“Physicians should rule out

other causes of the symptoms
before making a diagnosis of
fibromyalgia.”* “This means
undergoing initial laboratory
tests to rule out conditions with
similar symptoms.”"? Blood work,
radiological tests (such as x-rays),
and electrical nerve and muscle

tests may
be done to
make sure
patients
do not
have other
conditions
with
similar

symptoms.

Do your

part — ask
questions,

keep records of tests you've

had done, and build a good
relationship with your doctor. The
sooner you have an FM diagnosis,
the sooner you can begin treatment
to control your symptoms."

Treatment
Finding the best life quality

There is no cure for FM, and there
is no treatment that will address
all FM symptoms.® Yet, FM can be
treated with an individual plan
designed by you and your doctor
actively working together. Because
each individual with FM has a
variety of tender points and other
symptoms, it may take some trial
and error before you and your
doctor find what gives you the
most relief.

“Fibromyalgia treatment often
requires a team approach. The
team may include your doctor, a
physical therapist, and possibly
other health care providers. A
pain or rheumatology clinic can
be a good place to get treatment.
“It can be hard to assemble this
team, and you may struggle to
find the right professionals to
treat you. When you do, however,
the combined expertise of these
various professionals can help you
improve your life quality.”! Try

to be patient, and don’t give up

— keep playing an active role in
your health care.

7”1

“The most effective treatment
approaches for fibromyalgia

symptoms use a combination of
medications, non-drug therapies,
and self-help strategies.”'*

Medicine. “A variety of
prescription medications are often
used to reduce pain levels and
improve sleep.””

Anti-seizure medications. “On June
21, 2007, the U.S. Food and Drug
Administration approved Lyrica
(pregabalin) as the first drug to
treat fibromyalgia.”” Lyrica was
originally used as an anti-seizure
medication but more recently was
studied and found to reduce pain
and improve sleep in patients with
FM.'® The anti-seizure medicine
gabapentin (Neurotin) has also
shown to be effective in randomized
clinical trials of people with FM.'?
Both Lyrica and Neurontin work
on the central nervous system'” by
“blocking the overactivity of nerve
cells involved in pain transmission.
These medications may cause
dizziness, sleepiness, swelling, and
weight gain.””

FM can be treated
with an individual plan

designed by you and
your doctor actively
working together.

Antidepressant medications.
Cymbalta (duloxetine HCI) and
Savella (milnacipran HCI) were
approved to treat FM in June 2008
and January 2009, respectively.*
Both are forms of antidepressants
that help to alter brain chemicals
(e.g., serotonin and norepinephrine)
that are involved in pain
processing.” These medications
can be prescribed to FM patients
at lower doses than for those with
depression to reduce pain and
improve sleep.” If depression is a
symptom, they may be prescribed
at therapeutic doses for these
symptoms. “Older drugs that also
affect these brain chemicals also
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may be used to treat fibromyalgia,
including amitryptiline (Elavil),
cyclobenzaprine (Flexeril), and
venlafaxine (Effexor). It also may
be effective to use medications
that act mostly on serotonin, such
as fluoxetine (Prozac), paroxetine
(Paxil), or sertraline (Zoloft).
These medications have side
effects related to their specific
formulation.””

Muscle relaxants. Muscle relaxants,
such as Cycloflex and Flexeril have
shown effectiveness in randomized
clinical trials of people with FM.*?

Injections. Lidocaine injections into
the patient’s tender points can
work well on localized areas of
pain;'” however, this procedure can
be very painful and usually takes
2-4 days after the injection before
any beneficial effects are noted."

Pain relievers. Analgesics

(pain killers) alone — such

as acetaminophen (Tylenol),
nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory
drugs (NSAIDs) like
ibuprophen (Advil,
Motrin), or naproxen
sodium (Aleve) — have
not been shown to be very
effective in reducing FM
pain. Two particularly
useful prescription pain
relief medications for

the management of FM
include tramadol (Ultram) and
the combination of tramadol with
acetaminophen (Ultracet).”® These
medications are weak opiods."®
Be sure to carefully discuss these
options and their potential side
effects with your doctor.

Non-drug therapies. Medications
can have negative side effects and
cannot treat all aspects of FM. FM
patients may turn to non-drug
therapies as an alternative to or in
addition to drug therapies. Most

of these therapies are aimed at
relaxing muscles and relieving pain.

Physical and occupational therapy.
Regular visits to a licensed
physical or occupational therapist
can help you relieve pain and
stiffness, increase confidence with
physical activity, help relax and
stretch tense and painful muscles,
help you to learn proper posture
and efficient muscle function,
learn pain management and
coping techniques, and learn about
balancing rest and activity.” "

Heat/cold therapy. “Using
hydrotherapy (moist heat or ice
packs) along with physical therapy
may ease pain even more.”"
“Heat — especially moist heat
— can temporarily ease pain and
stiffness by boosting blood flow
to the places where you hurt.
Try applying a moist heating
pad, taking a warm shower [or
bath, or soaking in a hot tub®],
or just warming your clothes in
the dryer before you put them
on. Cold packs can help you feel
better, too, by reducing the deep
AN muscle pain of
fibromyalgia.”*!
SN A flexible ice

N pack or bag of
frozen peas that
| can contour to
.| the body® may
.1 be helpful. Before
exercise, try
applying heat to
sore muscles and applying cold
afterward.”

Complementary and alternative
therapies. Many people with FM also
report varying degrees of success
with complementary and alternative
therapy. These therapies may
include massage therapy, myofasical
release therapy, trigger point
therapy, chiropractic treatments,
acupuncture, acupressure, yoga,
and tai chi.**" “Although several of
these treatments do appear to safely
relieve stress and reduce pain,

and some are gaining acceptance

in mainstream medicine, many

practices remain unproved because
they haven’t been adequately
studied.”? Talk with your doctor
about these options.

Self-help strategies. “Self-care
is critical in the management of
fibromyalgia.”? Self-care requires:

e managing stress,
e exercising,

e sleeping well, and
e eating healthy.

Managing stress. Develop a plan

for reducing emotional stress and
overexertion, especially on days
when your FM flares, which may
mean learning how to say “no”

to some activities without guilt.
“Try not to change your routine
completely. People who quit work
or drop all activity tend to do worse
than those who remain active.”® Try
relaxation techniques, such as deep
breathing or progressive muscle
relaxation. Conserve energy by
combining errands, making simple
meals, cooking extra on days you
feel well to use on days you don't,
keeping shopping short, sitting
while you work, or taking short rest
breaks. Move wisely, using a cart

to transport items when possible,
checking the weight of grocery
bags before lifting, and using
assistive devices. (Note: although
this article about assistive devices is
related to arthritis, the devices are
appropriate for FM as well).

Exercising. “Numerous studies
show that exercise is one of the
most important treatments for
fibromyalgia.”"* “Exercising with
fibromyalgia is not only safe, it

is one of the best things you can
do to help yourself. While it’s
natural to want to reduce activity
when you're in pain and fatigued,
a regular exercise program will
actually reduce your pain and
give you more energy.”'? “Regular
exercise increases the body’s
production of endorphins, natural
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painkillers that also boost mood.
Starting slowly and gradually
increasing the duration and
intensity of exercise can help

you enjoy the benefits of exercise
without feeling more pain.”* You
may experience some soreness in
your muscles as you start. “While
some muscle soreness is to be
expected, if you have severe pain
or pain that lasts for two hours
after exercise, you should cut back
exercise duration and/or intensity
for a little while.”*?

You can start with small

increases in everyday activities
like gardening, housework, or
taking the stairs instead of the
elevator.”? Then move to a more
regular exercise regimen. Walking,
biking (stationary biking), and
water exercise (swimming,

water aerobics, aqua jogging)

are recommended forms of
exercise.” '"'®* Whenever possible,
working with a physical therapist
or exercise physiologist can be
beneficial.”® “In general, 20 minutes
of physical activity three times a
week at 70 percent of maximum
heart rate (220 minus your age) is
sufficient to maintain a reasonable
level of aerobic fitness.”*

Sleeping well. “Because fatigue is
one of the main characteristics of
fibromyalgia, getting sufficient
sleep is essential. In addition to
allotting enough time for sleep,
practice good sleep habits, such

as going to bed and getting up

at the same time each day and
limiting daytime napping.” Keep
your room quiet, dark, and a
comfortable temperature.'” Avoid
caffeine, sugar, alcohol,’” and any
foods that cause indigestion before
bed. “Ironically, medications
designed to help you sleep can
produce an abnormal form of
sleep, leaving you unrefreshed
and groggy the next day. Other
medications that can interfere with
sleep include corticosteroids, some
cold medicines, and headache
medications containing caffeine.”*?
Talk with your doctor about

sleep medications that may be
useful (such as those for restless
leg syndrome or periodic leg
movement). Try these suggested
aids for relaxation and sleep.

Eating healthy. “Research has not
proven that any specific foods can
affect fibromyalgia.”'? “Eating a
good, balanced diet helps your
body function at its best.”*? “People
who have any chronic disease that
doesn’t respond to conventional
treatment often turn to other types
of remedies.
People

who have
fibromyalgia
tend to use
more dietary
supplements.
Some people
think that
there’s a magic
diet for fibromyalgia. They think
that they should avoid refined
flour and sugar, sugar substitutes,
the caramel color in some soft
drinks, or carbonated drinks

in general. But [while avoiding
sugary soft drinks may be a
healthier choice] there hasn’t been

This document is meant for educational purposes only and is not intended to
replace the advice of your doctor or other health care provider.

any research-based evidence
demonstrating that any of these
substances cause the symptom:s,
nor that removing these substances
from your diet works to make

the pain go away. There may be
anecdotal evidence — people who
say that something helps relieve
their symptoms — but there’s no
clearly identified problem foods or
magical diet cure yet.”* Talk with
your doctor about healthy dietary
changes you can make. Always
discuss any supplements you are
taking or considering, as these

can have negative side effects and
interact with other medications.

It can be hard to deal with

the chronic pain, fatigue, and
accompanying symptoms of FM.
Consider joining a support group
or seek out cognitive behavior
therapy (CBT). Talking with others
who also have FM in a support
group setting can be helpful.
Patient education that uses CBT
can also help you develop coping
skills to deal with this chronic
condition. Ask your doctor about
therapists who offer CBT as well as
any local or online support groups.

“There is no single treatment that
works alone to relieve fibromyalgia
or that helps all people with the
condition.”*? Use these self-help
strategies, and work with your
health-care team to find the best
way to manage your symptoms
and provide you the best life
quality. If you haven’t found this
combination yet, try not to get
discouraged. Keep trying until you
find what works for you.

To view the references used in
this newsletter, go to:

http://fcs.tamu.edu/health/
healthhints/2011/apr/ref.php
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Preparing for Your Appointment

You can prepare for your appointment ahead of time
by writing out:

a detailed description of your symptoms,

¢ information about medical problems you’'ve had in
the past,

¢ information about the medical problems of your
parents or siblings,

o all the medications and dietary supplements you
take, and

e questions you want to ask the doctor.'
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Anything you can do ahead of time helps move
toward a diagnosis. The sooner you have a diagnosis,
the sooner you can seek treatment for your condition.

Source:

1. Mayo Clinic (2011). Fibromyalgia [online].
Retrieved February 7, 2011. From http://www.
mavoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia/DS00079.

Educational programs of the Texas AgriLife Extension Service are open to all people without regard to race, color, sex, disability, religion, age, or national origin.

The Texas A&M University System, U.S. Department of Agriculture, and the County Commissioners Courts of Texas Cooperating

Fibromyalgia—Managing symptoms for life quality

April 2011 —Vol. I5, No. 4


http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia/DS00079

AgriLIFE EXTENSION

Texas A&M System

Improving Lives. Improving Texas.

Other Conditions with Similar Symptoms

Other medical conditions may cause symptoms Source:

similar to those of fibromyalgia (FM). Doctors will 1. The Patient Education Institute (2008). X-plain
need to perform tests to rule out other conditions fibromyalgia: Reference summary [online].
before making a diagnosis of FM. Blood work, Retrieved February 7, 2011. From http://www.
radiological tests (such as x-rays), and electrical nerve nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/tutorials/fibromyalgia/
and muscle tests may be done to make sure patients id309104.pdf.

do not have a:
e hormonal imbalance,

e muscle disease,

e nerve disease,
e joint disease,
e bone disease,
e infection, or

e cancer.!
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What you can do

(An excerpt from the Mayo Clinic’)

The sooner your doctor arrives at a fibromyalgia
diagnosis, the sooner you can begin treatment to get
your fibromyalgia symptoms under control.

As your doctor moves toward a fibromyalgia diagnosis,
he or she may want to rule out many diseases and
conditions that mimic or are related to fibromyalgia.
Testing for some of these diseases and conditions

may make sense to you — for instance, you may

find it reasonable that your doctor wants to rule out

rheumatoid arthritis, since that disease also causes pain.

Testing for other conditions — such as lupus, multiple
sclerosis or sleep apnea — may make less sense to you.
But fibromyalgia can mimic or even overlap many
other conditions. Talking openly with your doctor
about your concerns can help you understand what
he or she is looking for with each test and how each
test is part of making a final diagnosis.

The following tips may help.

Ask questions

Ask your doctor to explain each disease and
condition he or she is testing for and why the

test is necessary. Does your doctor believe your
symptoms more closely match another disorder?

Or will the test simply rule out a condition that has
similar symptoms? When you better understand the
diagnostic process, you'll feel less frustrated.

Keep records

Every time you have a test, ask for a copy of your test
results. Bring this paperwork with you when you

see a new doctor or specialist. Sometimes there may
be an advantage to having an exam or test repeated,
but in many cases, you may save time and money

by showing your new doctor your records. Many
times, your records will be forwarded to a new doctor
or specialist, but that isn’t always the case. In some
instances, the new doctor or specialist will receive
only portions of your medical records.
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Find the right doctor

Find a doctor you trust — someone who communicates
well and is willing to work as a team with you. Not
all doctors have a lot
of knowledge about
fibromyalgia, and
some may even have
outdated notions of
the condition. If your
health insurance plan
allows, switch to a
new doctor who is
more suitable. Even
if a doctor doesn’t
have a lot experience
with fibromyalgia
cases, a doctor who is
interested in helping
you and willing to
learn more can be a
good advocate for you.

Build a good relationship

Whether with your current doctor or a new doctor,
build a good partnership. Be open and honest with
your doctor about concerns you may have about the
diagnosis process. Avoid coming to appointments
angry or making accusations. Tell your doctor you're
frustrated, and ask how you can help move things
along. Ask your doctor to be open about what's
frustrating or puzzling about your symptom:s.

Source:

1. Mayo Clinic (2009). Fibromyalgia symptoms
or not? Understand the fibromyalgia diagnosis
process [online]. Retrieved February 7, 2011. From

http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia-
symptoms/AR00054/NSECTIONGROUP=2.
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Complementary & Alternative Therapies

Massage Therapy

“Massage involves the practitioner moving muscles
and underlying tissues mostly with his or her hands.
There are various types of massage, including
Swedish, deep connective tissue, and Shiatsu
massage.

The main goals of
massage therapy
are to:

e increase blood
circulation,

e Joosen sore
muscles,

e remove toxins from muscles,
e align muscles and joints that are misaligned, and
¢ increase the flow of nutrients.

Massage helps to relieve stress and anxiety. You
should avoid it if you have open sores, or circulatory
problems such as blood clots.”"

Acupressure

“In acupressure, the practitioner applies pressure
with his or her fingers at certain points in the body.
The idea is to use gentle pressure on the painful
knots in your muscles to relieve discomfort.? You
can perform acupressure on your own trigger points
(see Soothing Sore Muscles in Self-Help Strategies and

7”1

Lifestyle Changes).

Acupuncture

Acupuncture is like acupressure; however, instead
of applying pressure, the acupuncture practitioner
inserts very small needles at certain points in the
body, based on a Chinese theory of restoring energy

flow, blood flow, and levels of neurotransmitters in
the brain and spinal cord."?

Trigger Point Therapy

“In trigger point therapy, a therapist applies
sustained pressure for a few minutes at a time, at
specific trigger points. Trigger points are the points in
the body where muscle pain begins.”!

Chiropractic Care

“The goal of chiropractic care is to realign the
vertebrae of the spine. A chiropractor stretches the
vertebrae to relieve pressure from nerves and allow
the body to heal itself. It is based on the belief that
certain illnesses are caused by misaligned vertebrae.”"

Yoga & Tai Chi

“These practices combine meditation, slow
movements, deep breathing, and relaxation.
Both have been found to be helpful in controlling
fibromyalgia symptoms.”?

Sources:

1. The Patient Education Institute (2008). X-plain
fibromyalgia: Reference summary [online].
Retrieved February 7, 2011. From http://www.

nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/tutorials/fibromyalgia/
id309104.pdf.

2. Fibromyalgia Network (2011). Treatment [online].
Retrieved February 16, 2011. From http://www.
fmnetnews.com/basics-treatment.php.

3. Mayo Clinic (2011). Fibromyalgia [online].
Retrieved February 7, 2011. From http://www.
mavoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia/DS00079.
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Relaxation Techniques

Relaxation techniques can sometimes help reduce

the stress that comes from dealing with chronic
conditions like fibromyalgia. Deep breathing exercises
and progressive muscle relaxation are two ways to
help your body slow down and relax to relieve stress.

Deep breathing exercises can be performed by slowly
and deeply breathing in through your nose to a count
of five. Then hold the air in your lungs for a count of
five and breathe out slowly through your mouth to a
count of ten.!
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Progressive muscle relaxation is performed by
tightening and then relaxing body parts one at a time.
Beginning at your feet, tighten each body part and
then relax it, working your way up to your head (or
start at your head, working your way down to your
feet).!

Source:

1. Mayo Clinic (2009). Fibromyalgia pain: Options for
coping [online]. Retrieved February 7, 2011. From
http://www.mayoclinic.com/health/fibromyalgia-

pain/AR00055.
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