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Fatigue is…
Fatigue is a feeling of extreme 
physical or mental tiredness, or 
both.

Most people experience fatigue, 
but in Fibromyalgia you may 
experience a tiredness that’s 
quite different in quality and 
intensity and which doesn’t 
always improve after rest.
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https://www.versusarthritis.org/about-arthritis/conditions/fibromyalgia/
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Fatigue in Fibromyalgia

More than 70% of people with Fibromyalgia report fatigue 
and sometimes it is said to be even more disabling than pain,
which can impact on physical and mental functioning.
[Soderberg, Lundman, & Norberg, 2002].

Physical fatigue has been linked with a decrease in muscle 
contraction due to impaired energy reserves, while mental 
fatigue has been related to cognitive impairment.
[Light., 2010] 
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Fatigue: Impact
People with fibromyalgia may experience fatigue:

• physically (lack of energy, physical exhaustion),
• emotionally (lack of motivation), 
• cognitively (inability to think or concentrate), or 
• via the symptom’s impact on virtually any aspect of 

living, such as the ability to work, meet family needs, 
or engage in social activities.
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Humphrey et al. BMC Musculoskeletal Disorders 2010
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Fatigue: How is it measured?
There is no objective measure for fatigue and so more often 
than not self-rated scales are used to measure; how severe 
the fatigue is; the level of distress it causes you; your 
physical and mental tiredness; the impact on your daily life 
and how much you feel able to cope.
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https://www.versusarthritis.org/about-arthritis/managing-symptoms/managing-fatigue/
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Fatigue: What causes it? 
There is no single factor linked to influence fatigue in 
Fibromyalgia. Instead it is thought to be a result of an 
interaction of several physical, psychological, environmental 
and behavioural factors . Such as:

• Chronic Widespread Pain
• Poor sleep quality
• Muscle weakness
• Stress or anxiety
• Low mood or depression
• Medication
• Over doing it
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Fatigue: Associated Factors
Research suggests:

In addition to common Fibromyalgia symptoms:
• clinical characteristics (for example, body mass index)
• health behaviors (for example, physical activity levels), and
• psychological variables (for example, negative affect, 

catastrophizing, affect regulation)

also demonstrate strong associations with fatigue in Fibromyalgia.

Nicassio et al. J Musculoskeletal Pain. 2005

Davis et al. Ann Behaviour Med. 2001
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Use the four ‘P’s’ to help with fatigue:
• Problem solving

• Often it’s not what you do, it’s the way that you do it that makes a 
difference. 

• Planning – Plan your week ahead and get organised.
• Prioritising

• Does this need to be done today?
• Does it need to be done at all?
• Do I have to do it, or can someone else?
• Can I get someone to help me with parts 

of the task?
• Pacing
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Monitor your energy output and fatigue:
• Use the activity record sheets provided to get an overview 

of the cycle of activities you participate during a week
• At the end of a week, look back at your diary and ask 

yourself these questions:
• Are there episodes when you were exhausted?
• Are these related to high-energy activities (boom and bust)?
• Are there long blocks of high-energy activity with no breaks?
• Is your sleep disturbed?
• Are you sleeping in the day?
• Is there enough time for enjoyment and recovery?
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Learn to say ‘no’ to activities that will increase 
fatigue:

Saying no doesn’t have to mean you don’t take on 
any of the activity at all. 

Could you use the pacing strategies and only take 
on part of the request? 

For example, you could agree to go shopping
but only for half a day. Can you work from home 
part of the week? 

Discussing your own health needs isn’t being 
aggressive, it is simply helping people understand 
your situation and being confident about how 
much you can reasonably do.
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Increase your physical activity: this is 
the key to fighting fatigue.

• You can improve your fitness levels when 
you find the right exercise regime for you.

• Start slowly, perhaps just a 5–10 minute 
walk, then gradually increase the amount 
of exercise or activity.

• Generally, the best way to develop your 
fitness is little and often. 

• As you get fitter you’ll feel an increase in 
well-being, strength and energy. 

• Use the exercise video links provided?
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Deal with stress or anxiety to help fatigue:

• Think about the following:

• Are there practical things you can do to reduce stress? For example, if 
you have a big task that’s bothering you, can you break it down and 
tackle a small bit each day? 

• If it’s something you’ve been worrying about, can you take a deep 
breath and find the energy to do it? Sometimes our fears make things 
seem worse than they really are.

• Reduce your physical reaction to stress through relaxation so that you 
feel more able to cope with things you find stressful. Take time for 
yourself – read a book or have a bath, for example.

• Using relaxation techniques may also help to ease stress. 
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Find support for low mood to help fatigue:

• You may find that your fatigue makes you feel low or even 
depressed. It often helps to talk about negative feelings and 
thoughts, so it could be useful to speak to your GP or 
rheumatology team, or your friends and family. 

• There are several kinds of support for low mood, such as 
talking therapies (available as individual or group session, in 
person or over the internet) or a short course of drug treatment, 
some of which not only help with low mood but may also ease 
pain and improve sleep. The first step is finding out what help 
or self-help might suit you best, so talk with your GP.
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Fatigue: How to cope ? 
Eat a healthy diet to help with fatigue:

• Eating a well-balanced diet will help to provide all the 
nutrients you need for general well-being and energy. 
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Sleep disturbance in Fibromyalgia
• Non-refreshed sleep is common and thought to be an important 

pathological feature in Fibromyalgia.

• Objective and detailed evaluation of sleep is not feasible for 
multicentre clinical trial or routine practice. 

• Commonly Visual Analogue Scales (VAS) are used to assess 
sleep quality, anchored by ‘sleep is no problem’ and ‘sleep is a 
major problem’.

• Wearable devices and apps have been used to assess sleep-
wake cycles. Similarly most smart phones provide apps to 
monitor sleep cycles, although most not supported by evidence 
base research.

Choy, 2015
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Sleep disturbance in Fibromyalgia
• A published review in 2017 found that:

“ increased pain in fibromyalgia was associated with 
reduced sleep quality, efficiency, and duration and 
increased sleep disturbance and onset latency and 
total wake time. Remarkably, depressive symptoms were 
also related to both pain and sleep in patients with 
fibromyalgia.”

Keskindag and Karaaziz, 2017 Saudi Med Journal.
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Sleep disturbance in Fibromyalgia
• Another study performed a systematic review and meta-

analysis of case-control studies to compare the sleep 
outcomes of individuals with fibromyalgia and healthy 
controls put forward:

“Individuals with fibromyalgia experience lower sleep 
quality and sleep efficiency; longer wake time after sleep 
onset, short sleep duration, and light sleep when 
objectively assessed and more difficulty in initiating sleep 
when subjectively assessed. Sleep difficulties in 
fibromyalgia appear to be more when reported subjectively 
than when assessed objectively.”

Wu et al. 2017 J Psychosom Res. 2017
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Sleep: How to improve? 
Get a good night's sleep to help ease fatigue:

• Because poor sleep can cause fatigue, it’s important that 
you get a good night's rest.
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Sleep: How to improve?
Try the following tips to improve your 
sleep:

• Aim to wind down in the hour before 
you go to bed – a warm bath might 
help you relax and reduce 
discomfort from tired muscles.

• It’s useful to make a note early in 
the evening of things you’ve 
achieved during the day and what 
you need to do the following day. 
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Sleep: How to improve?
• Reduce the amount of caffeine you drink (from tea, coffee 

or cola) and avoid alcohol after early evening.

• If you have pain, take a simple painkiller like paracetamol
before you go to bed. Try to organise it so that you could 
take another dose if the pain wakes you in the night.

• Look at your sleep environment – is the room too hot, light 
or noisy? Are your mattress, pillow and duvet/blankets 
comfortable?
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Sleep: How to improve?
• Try to remove as many disturbances as possible (such as a 

ticking clock) to help you to settle down to sleep more easily. 
Removing clocks from the bedroom can also reduce the 
temptation of checking the time if you wake up during the night. 

• There’s no recommended number of hours sleep – some 
people need 8–9 hours and others only 5–6 hours. 

• Sleeping too much can also cause fatigue. Keep an activity 
chart to see if you have a regular sleep pattern. 

• Late nights followed by late mornings, or taking a nap in the 
day, can upset the body’s natural day/night hormonal and sleep 
patterns. Try to develop a regular bedtime and waking time and 
avoid lie-ins. It may take several weeks to get into this routine, 
but it’ll help as it restores the body’s natural sleep cycle.
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Sleep: How to improve?
• Remember to make use of the 

mindfulness resources and links 
to the online guided meditations 
to make time for yourself daily 
to relax. 

• This can help stress and anxiety 
management, relaxing after 
taking an exercise and/ or as a 
helpful strategy to practice as 
part of your daily sleep hygiene, 
when getting ready to wind 
down for the day.
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Thank you for listening.
23

You have completed the Module 3: Fatigue 
and Sleep Management. 

We hope that you have enjoyed session and 
feel better equipped to start tackling your fatigue 
and sleep issues. 

Next module (Module 4: Mood Management)
aims to provide you with effective strategies to 
cope with the symptoms of stress, depression 
and anxiety, which are linked to worsening pain, 
fatigue and sleep difficulties. 

You can access to the next module whenever 
you are ready.
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