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Fibromyalgia and Sleep Issues

The cycle of the human body is fascinating on many levels. One of the most important regenerative processes of
the body is that of sleep.

Adequate sleep is crucial to every aspect of our health. Those dealing with the effects of fibromyalgia, know all
too well, that proper sleep can be elusive and hard to achieve.

As I sit down to write this article, ironically, I have been dealing with a major flare-up that has disrupted my sleep
and turned my sleep patterns topsy-turvy. I have been sleep deprived for days, until utter exhaustion, only to find
myself so fatigued that I have slept for 12-14 hours unable to re-energize and wake refreshed.

What is it about fibromyalgia that wreaks so much havoc in our sleep patterns?

Causes of Lack of Sleep with Fibromyalgia

Many researchers believe people living with fibromyalgia don't get enough deep sleep. In fact, 2 to 10 percent of
the population suffer from fibromyalgia and about three-quarters of those who live with fibromyalgia have sleep
complaints. The most common is a feeling of non-refreshing or non-restorative sleep.

For those who have fibromyalgia, it doesn’t seem to matter how many hours you sleep, sleep is usually not
restorative, so people wake up tired rather than refreshed. This is likely due to an insufficient amount of the
deepest and most restorative type of sleep.

To better understand sleep cycles, researchers have identified three types of sleep – light sleep (stages 1 and 2),
deep sleep (stages 3 and 4), and rapid eye movement (REM) sleep.

If you don't spend enough time in deep sleep, your body lessens the production of important hormones.
Decreased production of such hormones may increase pain in people with fibromyalgia.

Similarly, if you don't experience enough REM sleep, your body may produce less cortisol (though the hormone,
which controls blood pressure and blood sugar, may be released at any time during sleep). People with
fibromyalgia may have low levels of cortisol, which contributes to their excessive fatigue.

Research and Findings

Researchers gathered a group of healthy volunteers in a research experiment. When deprived of REM sleep, they
developed symptoms of fibromyalgia in a few days: fatigue, cognitive difficulties, irritability, and muscle aches.
After disrupting deep sleep nightly for 7 to 14 days, their symptoms were indistinguishable from patients with
fibromyalgia.
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Fibromyalgia and Sleep Problems

Other sleep problems many people with fibromyalgia face are insomnia, restless leg syndrome (RLS), sleep
apnea and sleep paralysis.

Insomnia

Difficulty getting to sleep
Frequent awakenings or waking early
Phase shifting (hard to fall asleep until early morning hours)

Insomnia is prevalent in fibromyalgia. Keep in mind that a person’s level of tiredness has nothing whatsoever to
do with their ability to get to sleep or stay asleep. It is mistakenly assumed by many that if you are tired enough,
you will sleep. This is not the case for someone with insomnia.

Beneficial treatments for insomnia include cognitive behavioral therapy and good sleep hygiene. If you're looking
for some excellent sleep hygiene tips, you can find them on the next page.

Restless Leg Syndrome (RLS)

Restless legs
Periodic leg movements

RLS causes unpleasant and often painful sensations in the legs that force the body to move the legs, to reduce
the sensation. The incidence of restless legs syndrome has been found to be in more than 50 percent of people
with fibromyalgia, as opposed to seven percent of the general population.

People with anemia may develop RLS. Chronic diseases such as kidney failure, diabetes, Parkinson's disease,
and peripheral neuropathy, are associated with RLS. RLS can also occur when the person is awake. On the other
hand, antidepressant medications may also trigger RLS. This possibility should be considered if your symptoms
began after initiation of mood therapy.

Restless Leg Syndrome Treatment

Fibromyalgia patients experience improvement in their symptoms of fatigue and sleepiness when restless leg
syndrome is treated. Some tactics include:

Self-management techniques involve reducing caffeine and other stimulants, leg exercises, using hot or
cold baths or showers, and taking supplements to counteract deficiencies in iron, folate, and magnesium.
Prescription medications include sedatives, drugs affecting dopamine, pain relievers and
anticonvulsants. Three of the more commonly used medicines for RLS are the pills Requip and Mirapex,
and the patch Neupro.

Next page: Information on Fibromyalgia and sleep apnea plus sleep paralysis, and sleeping tips for people with
fibromyalgia. 

Fibromyalgia and Sleep Apnea

Possibly the worst sleep condition associated with fibromyalgia is a common condition called sleep apnea. It
affects more than 18 million adults in the United States, according to the National Sleep Foundation.

Sleep apnea is a disorder that causes you to stop breathing, or have very shallow breathing, while you sleep. This
pause in breathing can last for seconds or minutes and may occur 30 or more times in an hour. If you have sleep
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apnea, you may not know that you've stopped breathing during the night, but you may wake up choking or
gasping for air.

Sleep apnea episodes can also make you fall out of deep sleep and into a light sleep, which affects the quality of
your rest and may lead to tiredness throughout the day. The disorder gets its name from the Greek word apnea,
which means "without breath."

For those diagnosed with fibromyalgia, the incidence of sleep apnea was found to be 61 percent in men and 32
percent in women, according to a 2013 study published in Clinical and Experimental Rheumatology. A variant of
sleep apnea called upper airway resistance syndrome is prevalent in women with fibromyalgia. Treating sleep-
disordered breathing improves both pain and fatigue in fibromyalgia.

The Different Types of Sleep Apnea

There are three types of sleep apnea:

Obstructive sleep apnea. This is the most common type of sleep apnea. It happens when muscles in the
back of your throat fail to keep the airway open.
Central sleep apnea. In this form of sleep apnea, the brain doesn't send the proper signals to control
breathing while you sleep.
Complex, or "mixed," sleep apnea syndrome. This condition has characteristics of both types.

Sleep Apnea Treatment

Apnea is a treatable condition. A common remedy is the use of a CPAP (continuous positive airway pressure)
machine. The patient wears a mask through which a compressor delivers a continuous stream of air, keeping the
airway open and thus allowing uninterrupted sleep.

Use of a CPAP machine can eliminate 90 percent to 100 percent of a person's sleep apnea. Other treatments are
also used for this condition, including oral or nasal devices and surgery to enlarge the airway.

Fibromyalgia and Sleep Paralysis

Another condition that can be a bit frightening is sleep paralysis. There is no concrete research to prove or
disprove that sleep paralysis is a resulting condition of fibromyalgia. However, there are numerous reported
accounts of sleep paralysis by those with fibromyalgia.

Sleep paralysis occurs mostly due to lack of sleep. Since reaching the REM stage of sleep is so hard for those
dealing with fibromyalgia and quality and quantity of sleep is so poor, it makes sense that this lack of REM sleep
in those with fibromyalgia could produce sleep paralysis.

According to sleepeducation.com, normally your brain causes your muscles to relax and be still as you sleep. This
is called “atonia.” Sleep paralysis can result when atonia happens while you are awake. It occurs when you are
waking or falling into sleep, and your body cannot make the transition into REM properly.

One patient who reported sleep paralysis stated that the episodes frequently occurred for her upon waking. She
said that she was paralyzed from the neck down in horrible pain, they lasted up to 20 minutes.

Seven Tips To Achieve Better Sleep With Fibromyalgia

1. Don't watch TV or browse the Internet on your computer immediately before going to bed. These
activities boost electrical activity in the brain, making it harder to fall asleep.

2. Get more exercise. Your pain and fatigue may keep you from exercising, but light exercise may help you
get more of a restorative sleep.

3. Herbal supplements. Valerian, kava kava, and melatonin are alternative medications that have helped
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some people fall asleep. Valerian helps with insomnia, kava kava also treats insomnia, in addition to
stress and anxiety, and melatonin helps reset your body's natural rhythm, making it easier to fall asleep.

4. Mattress selection. There are a variety of mattresses available that may make a big difference in your
quality of sleep.

5. Prescription sleep remedies. There are a variety of FDA-approved drugs specifically for sleep disorders,
including zolpidem (Ambien) and eszopiclone (Lunesta).

6. Simulate the breathing of deep sleep. This may "trick" your body into sleeping by taking slow deep
breaths that mimic those of the deeper sleep stages. You'll feel relaxed and better able to fall asleep.

The Bottom Line

Finally, I leave you with the advice that I tend to give no matter the topic concerning fibromyalgia. Be kind to
yourself! Don’t let others’ expectations shame you concerning your sleep patterns or push you to do things your
body cannot do.

You know your body’s “clock” and how you feel from day to day. If it is a restless night, don’t feel guilty about
sleeping in. If a short nap in the day helps replace sleep lost the night before and doesn’t disrupt sleep for the
current night, then, by all means – take a nap! Listen to your body and adjust to its rhythm.

If the activities of those around you affect your sleep, politely excuse yourself to your “quiet place.” If you have
not created an oasis and better environment for sleep for you, take time to do so. It is important to do all you can
to combat the conditions that try to rob your sleep.

Those with fibromyalgia learn to become attuned to their body’s clues day to day. When energy abounds go with
the flow. When fibromyalgia flare-ups rear their ugly heads, rest, regroup and pamper yourself. No matter what,
don’t give up!
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