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What Is Fibromyalgia?          
Fibromyalgia is a disorder characterized by widespread muscle pain and fatigue. People with fibromyalgia have ‘‘tender points’’ on the body. Tender points are specific places on the neck, shoulders, back, hips, arms, and legs that hurt when pressure is put on them. 
 (
People with fibromyalgia may have other sympto
ms including
:
• Trouble sleeping
           
•
 Painful menstrual periods
                           
•
 Mood changes (depression, anxiety)
• Morning stiffness
          
•
 Tingling or numbness in hands and feet 
• Headaches
                    
•
 Problems with thinking and memory 
)




A person may have two or more chronic pain conditions at the same time. Such conditions can include chronic fatigue syndrome, tension headaches, depression, anxiety, endometriosis, osteoarthritis, inflammatory bowel disease, irritable bladder, acid reflux disorder, restless leg syndrome, temporomandibular joint dysfunction, and pelvic pain syndromes. It is not known whether these disorders share a common cause.

What Causes Fibromyalgia?
The causes of fibromyalgia are unknown. Researchers believe that people with fibromyalgia have a lower pain threshold due to the brain becoming more sensitive to pain signals.
 (
Fibromyalgia has been linked to:
• Stressful or traumatic events, such as car accidents, surgery, or significant psychological stresses
• Illnesses – some illness
es
 seem to trigger or aggravate fibromyalgia
• Certain diseases – some diseases are more likely to coincide with fibromyalgia
• Genetics may play a role in developing fibromyalgia
• Symptoms can also gradually occur over time with no single triggering event
)






Who Is Affected by Fibromyalgia?
Scientists estimate that fibromyalgia affects 5 million Americans 18 or older. 
Risk factors include: Age: Most people are diagnosed during middle age; Gender: Females are more likely to be diagnosed with fibromyalgia, however men and children can also have the disorder; Genetics: Women who have a family member with fibromyalgia may be more likely to have fibromyalgia themselves; Rheumatic diseases: People with other diseases including rheumatoid arthritis, systemic lupus erythematosus (commonly called lupus), and ankylosing spondylitis (spinal arthritis) may be more likely to have fibromyalgia.

How is Fibromyalgia Diagnosed?
 (
In 1990, the American College of Rheumatology (ACR) established 
the following 
criteria
 for diagnosing fibromyalgia:
Widespread pain in all four quadrants of their bod
y
Pain must be for a minimum duration of three months 
Moderate pain and tenderness at a minimum of 11 of the 18 specified tender points
In 2010, the ACR proposed new criteria for diagnosing fibromyalgia
, but it is still provisional at this time
.
)






While there are no diagnostic tests such as Xrays, MRI’s, blood tests or muscle biopsies to diagnose fibromyalgia, your doctor may want to rule out other conditions that may have similar symptoms. Blood tests may include complete blood count, erythrocyte sedimentation rate, or thyroid function tests.

How Is Fibromyalgia Treated?
Fibromyalgia treatment often requires a team approach, which may include your doctor, a physical therapist, and possibly other providers who are familiar with the disorder and its treatment. In general, treatments for fibromyalgia include both medication and self-care. The emphasis is on minimizing symptoms and improving general health. 

Medications
Medications can help reduce the pain of fibromyalgia and improve sleep. Medications include: 
· Analgesics. Acetaminophen (Tylenol) may reduce mild pain and stiffness. Tramadol (Ultram) is a prescription pain reliever that may be taken for moderate to moderately severe pain. Your doctor may recommend nonsteroidal anti-inflammatory drugs (NSAIDs) — such as ibuprofen (Advil, Motrin) or naproxen sodium (Aleve, others). Antidepressants. Duloxetine (Cymbalta) and milnacipran (Savella) are two medications approved for treatment of fibromyalgia which may improve pain and fatigue. Your doctor may prescribe amitriptyline (Elavil), which may improve mood, sleep, and reduce chronic pain. Other medications include fluoxetine (Prozac), paroxetine (Paxil) or sertraline (Zoloft), which can help improve mood changes (such as depression or anxiety).
· Anti-seizure drugs. Medications designed to treat epilepsy are often used to reduce certain types of pain. Gabapentin (Neurontin) is sometimes helpful in reducing fibromyalgia symptoms, while pregabalin (Lyrica) was the first drug (of three) approved by the Food and Drug Administration to treat fibromyalgia.
· Muscle Relaxants. Medications to relax muscles and reduce pain include cyclobenzaprine (Flexeril) and venlafaxine (Effexor).
· Opioids. These medications should only be considered when all other medicinal and non-medicinal treatments have failed. Opioids have not been shown to be effective in managing fibromyalgia pain. It’s also associated with mood changes, increase risk of abuse and dependency, potential increased sensitivity to pain, and constipation.

Lifestyle Changes 
· Reduce stress. Develop a plan to avoid or limit overexertion and emotional stress. Set aside time each day to relax. Manage your stress with deep breathing exercises, meditation, yoga, or doing something that you find enjoyable such as reading, writing, or walking. Learn how to say no without guilt. People who quit work or become completely inactive tend to do worse than those who remain active. Talking with a counselor or psychologist may help improve your ability to deal with stressful situations. Self-care is imperative in the management of fibromyalgia.
· Improve sleep habits. Fatigue is one of the main symptoms of fibromyalgia, so getting sufficient sleep is essential. Practicing good sleep hygiene is imperative and should include going to bed and getting up at the same time each day and limiting daytime napping. Avoid nicotine, which is a stimulant and can affect sleep.
· Exercise routinely. At first, exercise may increase your pain so start gradually and do it regularly to improve your symptoms. Exercise can help improve pain, sleep, and fatigue. Low-impact exercises will be most beneficial, including walking, swimming, biking and water aerobics. A physical therapist can help you develop a home exercise program. Aquatic therapy in warm water has also been beneficial in improving fibromyalgia symptoms. Stretching, good posture and relaxation exercises also are helpful. Try exercising without “overdoing it.” Pushing too much on a good day will cause you to have more bad days. 
· Maintain a healthy lifestyle. Eat healthy foods. Limit your fat, salt, and caffeine intake. Increase your water intake to at least eight 8-ounce glasses of water per day. Take a multi-vitamin every day.

Alternative Medicine
· Acupuncture. Acupuncture is a Chinese medical system based on restoring normal balance of life forces by inserting very fine needles through the skin to various depths. According to Western theories of acupuncture, the needles cause changes in blood flow and levels of neurotransmitters in the brain and spinal cord. Some studies indicate that acupuncture helps relieve fibromyalgia symptoms, while others show no benefit.
· Massage therapy. This is one of the oldest methods of health care still in practice. It involves use of different manipulative techniques to move and improve mobility in your body's muscles and soft tissues. Massage can reduce your heart rate, relax your muscles, improve range of motion in your joints and increase production of your body's natural painkillers. It often helps relieve stress and anxiety.
· Trigger point injections. These injections are commonly performed with a local anesthetic such as lidocaine mixed with saline and injected directly into a muscle. Such injections are used in combination with transcutaneous electrical stimulation and heat therapy to reduce muscle spasms and improve pain.
· Yoga and tai chi. These practices combine meditation, slow movements, deep breathing and relaxation. Both have been found to be helpful in controlling fibromyalgia symptoms.

Coping and Support
Besides dealing with the pain and fatigue of fibromyalgia, you may also have to deal with the frustration of having a condition that's often misunderstood. In addition to educating yourself about fibromyalgia, you may find it helpful to provide your family, friends and co-workers with information. It's also helpful to know that you're not alone. National organizations such as the National Fibromyalgia Association and American Chronic Pain Association can help put you in touch with others who have had similar experiences and can understand what you're going through.
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