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What is Fibromyalgia?

• Fibromyalgia (Also known as 
Fibromyalgia Syndrome ‘FMS’) is 
a long-term condition, characterised 
by chronic widespread pain.

• Fatigue, unrefreshed sleep, 
depression, stiffness, anxiety, and 
problems with cognition (known as 
“fibro-fog) are commonly associated 
symptoms. 
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Fibromyalgia
Other Symptoms:

• Many complain of swollen tissues, numbness 
and tingling in upper and lower limbs, often 
without the objective evidence

• Chronic headaches, chest pain, shortness of 
breath, and palpitations are common

• Gastrointestinal symptoms, such as nausea, 
vomiting, bloating, abdominal pain, diarrhoea, 
constipation (e.g. IBS)

• Uro-gynaecological symptoms, including 
urgency, frequency, incontinence, pelvic pain 
and painful periods (in women) are also 
common.
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Fibromyalgia: Diagnosis

According to the American College of Rheumatology (ACR) 2010, 
patient satisfies diagnostic criteria for Fibromyalgia if the following three 
conditions are met:

1. Widespread pain index (WPI) ³ 7 and symptom severity (SS) scale 
³ 5 or WPI 3 - 6  and SS scale ³ 9

2. Symptoms have been present at a similar level for at least 3 
months.

3. The patient does not have a disorder that would otherwise explain 
the pain.

https://www.rheumatology.org/Portals/0/Files/2010%20Fibromyalgia%2
0Diagnostic%20Criteria_Excerpt.pdf
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Fibromyalgia: Pain mechanisms

• The mechanism of pain in Fibromyalgia is still 
a subject of debate amongst researchers. 

• Chronic widespread pain is the hallmark 
symptom of Fibromyalgia and several authors 
have argued that pain perception is 
predominantly driven by the Central Nervous 
System (CNS) involvement, while other authors 
argued that pain perception is instead originating 
from the periphery.

• Due to complex nature of the pain mechanisms in 
Fibromyalgia, we will explore this in detail in 
Module 2: Pain Management.
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Fibromyalgia: Causation
• The exact cause of fibromyalgia is unknown, but it's 

thought to be related to abnormal levels of certain 
chemicals in the brain and changes in the way the 
central nervous system (the brain, spinal cord and 
nerves) processes pain messages carried around the 
body.

• Therefore, the central sensitisation theory is 
considered as the principal mechanism responsible for 
increased pain sensitivity in Fibromyalgia. 
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Fibromyalgia: Causation
• The term central sensitisation 

syndrome is thought to have other 
mechanisms:
• psychosocial (relating to the 

interrelation of social factors and 
individual thought and behaviour),

• psychosomatic symptoms (relating 
to the interaction of mind and body), 

• and other chronic pain conditions 
(such as rheumatoid arthritis and 
osteoarthritis that commonly occur 
alongside fibromyalgia) 

are also thought to be associated with 
central sensitisation. 
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Fibromyalgia: Causation
• It's also suggested that some people are more 

likely to develop fibromyalgia because of genes 
inherited from their parents. However, research 
to support this is still in its infancy.

• In many cases, the condition appears to be 
triggered by a physically or emotionally 
stressful event, such as:

• an injury or infection
• giving birth
• having an operation
• the breakdown of a relationship
• the death of a loved one
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Fibromyalgia: How common?
• Fibromyalgia is common, affecting 5% of the 

population (approx.1 in 20 people)
• It is more commonly diagnosed in women than 

in men (estimated 7:1 ratio)
• All ages but prevalence increased with age
• No racial predilection exist in FMS
• FMS also occurs in people with other rheumatic 

disorders, particularly Rheumatoid Arthritis (RA) 
and Lupus 
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Fibromyalgia: Risk Factors
Known risk factors include:

• Age. Fibromyalgia can affect people of all ages, including children. However, 
most people are diagnosed during middle age and you are more likely to have 
fibromyalgia as you get older.

• Lupus or Rheumatoid Arthritis. If you have lupus or rheumatoid arthritis (RA), 
you are more likely to develop fibromyalgia.

Some other factors have been weakly associated with onset of fibromyalgia, but 
more research is needed to see if they are real. These possible risk factors include:

• Sex. Women are more likely to have fibromyalgia than men.  
• Stressful or traumatic events, such as car accidents, post-traumatic stress 

disorder (PTSD).
• Repetitive injuries. Injury from repetitive stress on a joint, such as frequent knee 

bending.
• Illness (such as viral infections).
• Family history.
• Obesity.
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Fibromyalgia: Prognosis
• Fibromyalgia is neither progressive nor 

fatal.
• Treatment can significantly improve 

symptoms, function and quality of life.
• Complete recovery is rare and there is no 

simple cure. But remission is possible.
• Studies shown, positive attitude and 

effective coping strategies are highly 
associated with good treatment outcomes.

• Regular physical exercise which is 
maintained in the long term can result in 
significant reductions in pain, fatigue and 
sleep problems.
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Fibromyalgia: barriers to improvement
• Poor emotional health
• Long term stress
• Excessive self-medication
• Alcohol
• Drugs
• Smoking
• Caffeine
• Sedentary lifestyle
• Obesity

….are all associated with worse outcomes.
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Fibromyalgia: Management
• Clinical guidelines for the management of Fibromyalgia 

recommends non-pharmacological interventions such as patient 
education as a first point of call in the management of Fibromyalgia. 

• Get physically active. Experts recommend that adults should be 
moderately physically active for 30 minutes a day. 

• Walk, swim, or bike 30 minutes a day for five days a week. 
• These 30 minutes can be broken into three separate ten-minute sessions during the 

day. 
• Regular physical activity can also reduce the risk of developing other chronic diseases 

such as heart disease and diabetes.

• If you are struggling to cope with your symptoms, you should contact to 
your GP to explore your options for medical management, such as 
prescription of antidepressants and painkillers.
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Fibromyalgia: Management
• Talking therapies, such as cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) and 

counselling is shown to be effective. Please contact your GP to 
discuss your needs.

• Lifestyle changes, such as exercise programmes and relaxation 
techniques can lead to positive treatment outcomes, and do not have 
any side effects. This is why, this online programme is supported by 
variety of resources to access such self-management strategies.

• There may be community pain management group education 
programmes available in your area. Please explore this with your 
GP.
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Fibromyalgia: Summary of Management

• A combination of pharmacological (i.e. medication) and non-
pharmacological (e.g. therapy/ education) interventions may 
be needed for long-term management of your symptoms.

• Your GP plays an important role in helping you manage the 
impact of Fibromyalgia. Do not hesitate to discuss treatment 
options with your GP. 

• In this online programme, each module visits a specific 
topic such as pain and fatigue to help you develop a thorough 
understanding of the cause and management strategies for 
these symptoms. As you become more informed, we hope 
that you will be able to better cope with the impact of 
Fibromyalgia on your daily life. 
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Homework: Goal Setting

16

• In your online self-management pack you should have:
• SMART Goal Setting Sheet
• Weekly Physical Activity Log
• Weekly Activity Diary

• Your homework is to have a go at completing these, and review your 
activities and goals each week to revisit these to revise according to 
your changing needs.
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Physical Exercise
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On the right hand side of the FAMe Online 
Programme webpage you will have access 
to physical exercise sheets to download and 
practice at home. 

At the bottom of the webpage, you will also 
find some useful links to online exercise 
videos which you can follow at your own 
pace.

We recommend you to start slowly and 
practice these daily to receive full benefits.  

Always respect what your body is telling 
you, remember to pace and don’t over do it!
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Mindfulness: Simple meditation
18Copyright Y Prior, 2020

We highly recommend you to practice daily 
relaxation to suit your lifestyle. 

We have provided you with a brief introductory 
video to mindfulness, useful links to online 
mindfulness resources and guided meditations 
on the FAMe Online Programme webpage. 

However, you can also practice mindfulness in 
silence, or when walking outdoors/ taking your 
time in the garden to smell the roses. 

The aim is to make time for yourself to stop and 
stare, and take time out from daily stress and 
worries to focus on your health and wellbeing.
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Thank you for listening.
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You have completed the Module 1: 
Introduction to Fibromyalgia. 

We hope that you have enjoyed this brief 
introduction and feel better informed about your 
condition. There are countless resources out 
there online to explore this topic further, 
according to your learning needs. Please see 
useful links for more information.

Next module (Module 2: Pain Management)
will provide you with more information on the 
mechanisms which drive pain sensation in 
Fibromyalgia and how best to manage chronic 
widespread pain in the long-term. You can 
access to the next module whenever you are 
ready.
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