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Description 

Fibromyalgia is also known as Fibromyalgia Syndrome (FMS) and is difficult to 

categorize specifically.  The World Health Organization loosely categorizes FMS as 

“other soft tissue disorders,” “not elsewhere classified,” or “unspecified” and classifies 

FMS with other “unspecified disorders” such as Rheumatism. 

 

FMS presents as chronic pain with tender points (TePs) in soft tissue – especially muscles 

(although the pain may actually originate in central nervous system neurotransmitters 

substance P and nerve growth factor) (1).  “It is one among a collection of chronic 

disorders that often go hand-in-hand.  FMS is frequently seen with chronic fatigue 

syndrome, irritable bowel syndrome, sleep disorders and other chronic disorders” (1).  It 

also involves allodynia, which is a painful response to a stimulus that would not normally 

be painful.  FMS is non-progressive and not life threatening.   

 

Etiology 

What causes FMS is not yet known.  FMS is non-contagious and has recently been 

considered to have genetic factors contributing to its onset (6).   It is associated with sleep 

disorders, fatigue, pain, and tender points (1) and can start from a trauma, surgery, or some 

diseases (for example, Lyme disease may cause FMS).  Stress and Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder also correlate with FMS (7).   
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FMS has a high comorbidity with other disorders that likely trigger it (for instance gluten 

sensitivity and irritable bowl syndrome (8)).  It also has correlations with abnormalities in 

dopamine, serotonin and/or human growth hormone and/or accumulations in phosphate 

and calcium.   

 

Demographics / Risk Factors 

“Experts estimate that 3 million to 6 million Americans have Fibromyalgia.  Of these, 

80% are women” (4).  A higher diagnosis of women to men may be due to the willingness 

of women to seek medical assistance as well as the variation in severity of symptoms 

between genders.  Recent studies show women experience more severe symptoms than 

men (9).  Also the World Health Organization has released information regarding the 

health outcome of FMS related to violence against women (12).   FMS usually impacts 

people between the ages of 20 and 50, though it may occur in childhood. 

 

Signs and Symptoms 

There is much confusion surrounding FMS due to its wide range of signs and symptoms 

and overlap with many other conditions.  Signs and symptoms are usually gradual and 

widespread, with a general fatigue that presents in flares and remissions.   
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“Symptoms of fibromyalgia include: 

• Chronic muscle pain, muscle spasms or tightness, and leg cramps 

• Moderate or severe fatigue and decreased energy 

• Insomnia or waking up feeling just as tired as before sleep 

• Stiffness upon waking or after remaining in one position for too long 

• Difficulty remembering, concentrating, and performing simple mental tasks 

• Abdominal pain, bloating, nausea, and constipation alternating with diarrhea 

(irritable bowel syndrome) 

• Tension or migraine headaches 

• Jaw and facial tenderness 

• Sensitivity to one or more of the following: odors, noise, bright lights, 

medications, certain foods, and cold 

• Feeling anxious or depressed 

• Numbness or tingling in the face, arms, hands, legs, or feet 

• Increase in urinary urgency or frequency (irritable bladder) 

• Reduced tolerance for exercise and muscle pain after exercise 

• A feeling of swelling (without actual swelling) in the hands and feet 

• Painful menstrual periods 

• Dizziness 
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Symptoms may intensify depending on the time of day -- morning, late afternoon, and 

evening tend to be the worst times, while 11 a.m. to 3 p.m. tends to be the best time.  

They may also get worse with fatigue, tension, inactivity, changes in the weather, cold or 

drafty conditions, overexertion, hormonal fluctuations (such as just before a menstrual 

period or during menopause), stress, depression, or other emotional factors” (4). 

Diagnosis 

FMS is often misdiagnosed because it loosely resembles other diseases, especially 

chronic fatigue syndrome.  There is no specific test for FMS.  Researchers are still 

working on the best diagnostic methods for FMS pain.  These range from general 

mapping (refer to Appendix A:  Fibromyalgia tender point maps) to coding schedules 

defining widespread pain at a minimum of eleven points (refer to Appendix B: Coding 

schedules for chronic widespread pain).  The American College of Rheumatology 

considers FMS diagnosed if the above tender points are widely distributed and the pain 

has been chronic for a minimum of three months (2). 

 

 

Treatment 

Medications are available to reduce pain, stiffness and promote better mood and sleep. 

Much responsibility for treatment lies with the patient who has FMS.  Improved fitness 

with exercise along with occupational and physical therapy can reverse atrophy from 
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inactivity.  Proper sleep hygiene, techniques in stress reduction, and general relaxation 

can all help avoid overexertion that can exacerbate symptoms.  Massage treatment is 

discussed below. 

 

 

Prognosis 

A person with FMS can expect to have the same life expectancy as a non-FMS peer.  

However, FMS requires vigilant lifestyle management in order to minimize relapses.  

FMS is not curable, but the treatments above can help minimize progression of the 

syndrome.  The old adage “movement equals life” is even more important for a person 

with FMS who needs to be active, in just the right amount, to maintain wellness.  A 

person with FMS needs a team of arthritis and other professionals on his or her side to 

help maintain good health.  He or she will also need to consider a career that provides a 

balanced amount of movement utilizing all muscle groups.  

 

 

Massage 

FMS indicates massage to client tolerance.  Massage has been shown to have beneficial 

effects in sleep, mood, pain and tender points (10).  “Care must be taken not to over-treat, 

however, because clients are extremely sensitive to pain and may have accumulations of 
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waste products in the tissues that are difficult to flush out adequately.  These people are 

extremely hypersensitive and easy to over -treat” (1). 

 

Massage can improve the length of time in Stage IV sleep. “Studies consistently report 

that subjects who are massaged (with a variety of modalities) experience deeper, more 

restorative, less disturbed sleep and a reduction in pain-sensitizing neurotransmitters” (5).   

 
Special massage techniques are helpful for treating Fibromyalgia.  Following is a 

summary of an eight-step recommendation for “Medical Massage Protocol for 

Fibromyalgia” (11): 

1. Start in the para-vertebral muscles as well as skin and connective tissue with 

effleurage.   An effleurage introduction restores pain receptor thresholds.   

2. Remain aware that FMS client’s pain threshold is low; perform connective tissue 

massage without lubrication in constant communication about sharpness of pain 

and protective muscular contraction reflex. 

3. All strokes directed toward the heart to improve venous blood flow. 

4. Breakdown pathological accumulations of calcium gradually increasing pressure 

during cross-fiber massage. 

5. Use kneading techniques to bring about muscle relaxation. 
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6. In tender point therapy apply enough pressure to detect the clients threshold and 

then slightly reduce the amount of applied pressure (opposite of trigger point 

therapy where slightly more pressure is applied).  Ischemic pressure should be 

withdrawn very quickly to reinforce reflex vasodilatation (refer below for 

reconsideration of this approach). 

7. Pos-isometric muscular relaxation as long as the client does not contract a muscle. 

8. Periosteal massage is introduced in later sessions to client tolerance. 

 

All eight steps above align with other research regarding massage for Fibromyalgia 

except for one aspect of step six – removing pressure “very quickly.”  Other research 

emphasizes proceeding carefully and slowly (3).  Some fast deep muscle massage will 

usually worsen symptoms by triggering a rebound contraction.  This causes muscles to 

tighten up worse than they were before the massage, with continued deterioration (3).  

Taking a slow approach, while involving feedback from the client, is important to 

remember for a healthy outcome of massage for FMS pain. 
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FYI 

FMS sufferers can develop physiological obsession or depression, and it almost always 

appears as a comorbid disorder.   A new approach in scientific medicine is appearing 

called psychoneuroimmunology (PNI).  This approach is researching the numerous 

hypotheses surrounding FMS and how they fit together. 
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Appendix A: Fibromyalgia tender point maps. 
 
Ruth Werner (2005). “A Massage Therapists Guide to Pathology” (Third Edition).   
Baltimore, MD.  Philadelphia, PA. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins.  Page 65 Figure 2.3. 
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Appendix B: Coding schedules for chronic widespread pain. 
 
Daniel J. Wallace, Daniel J. Clauw (2005). “Fibromyalgia & Other Central Pain Syndromes.”  
Philadelphia, PA. Lippincott Williams & Wilkins.  p. 19 Figure 3-1.  American College of 
Rheumatology (ACR) and Manchester definitions. 
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