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Overview

Chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS) is a complicated disorder characterized by extreme
fatigue that can't be explained by any underlying medical condition. The fatigue may
worsen with physical or mental activity, but doesn't improve with rest. (1, p1821; 2, p15)

This condition is also known as systemic exertion intolerance disease (SEID) or myalgic
encephalomyelitis (ME). Sometimes it's abbreviated as ME/CFS. (1, p1821; 2, p1-2; 3)

The cause of chronic fatigue syndrome is unknown, although there are many theories —
ranging from viral infections to psychological stress. Some experts believe chronic
fatigue syndrome might be triggered by a combination of factors. (1, p1821; 2, p3; 3)

There's no single test to confirm a diagnosis of chronic fatigue syndrome. You may need
a variety of medical tests to rule out other health problems that have similar symptoms.
Treatment for chronic fatigue syndrome focuses on symptom relief. (1, p1821; 2, p1; 3; 4,

p1)

Symptoms
Signs and symptoms may include: (1, p1821; 2, p6-7; 3; 5, p1; 6, p1678)

Fatigue

Loss of memory or concentration

Sore throat

Enlarged lymph nodes in your neck or armpits

Unexplained muscle or joint pain

Headaches

Unrefreshing sleep

Extreme exhaustion lasting more than 24 hours after physical or mental exercise

When to see a doctor
Fatigue can be a symptom of many illnesses, such as infections or psychological
disorders. In general, see your doctor if you have persistent or excessive fatigue. (3)

Causes

People who have chronic fatigue syndrome appear to be hypersensitive to even normal
amounts of exercise and activity. (11, 12, p755-758)



Why this occurs in some people and not others is still unknown. Some people may be
born with a predisposition for the disorder, which is then triggered by a combination of
factors. Potential triggers include: (1, p1821; 2, p3-6; 3; 6, p1676-1678; 7, p1)

Viral infections. Because some people develop chronic fatigue syndrome after
having a viral infection, researchers question whether some viruses might trigger
the disorder. Suspicious viruses include Epstein-Barr virus, human herpes virus 6
and mouse leukemia viruses. No conclusive link has yet been found.

Immune system problems. The immune systems of people who have chronic
fatigue syndrome appear to be impaired slightly, but it's unclear if this impairment
is enough to actually cause the disorder.

Hormonal imbalances. People who have chronic fatigue syndrome also
sometimes experience abnormal blood levels of hormones produced in the
hypothalamus, pituitary glands or adrenal glands. But the significance of these
abnormalities is still unknown.

Risk factors

Factors that may increase your risk of chronic fatigue syndrome include: (1, p1821; 2,
p2&6; 3)

Age. Chronic fatigue syndrome can occur at any age, but it most commonly
affects people in their 40s and 50s.

Sex. Women are diagnosed with chronic fatigue syndrome much more often than
men, but it may be that women are simply more likely to report their symptoms to
a doctor.

Stress. Difficulty managing stress may contribute to the development of chronic
fatigue syndrome.

Complications

Possible complications of chronic fatigue syndrome include: (2, p5-7; 3; 7, p2; 8, p4)

Depression
Social isolation
Lifestyle restrictions

Increased work absences

Preparing for your appointment

If you have signs and symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome, you're likely to start by
seeing your family doctor or a general practitioner. It can be difficult to absorb all the
information provided during an appointment, so you might want to arrange for a friend or



family member to accompany you. Having someone else hear the information can help
you later in case there's something you missed or forgot.

What you can do
Before your appointment, you may want to write a list that includes:

e Your signs and symptoms. Be thorough. While fatigue may be affecting you most,
other symptoms — such as memory problems or headache —also are important to
share with your doctor.

e Key personal information. Recent changes or major stressors in your life can play a
very real role in your physical well-being.

e Health information. List any other conditions for which you're being treated and the
names of any medications, vitamins or supplements you take regularly.

e Questions to ask your doctor. Creating your list of questions in advance can help
you make the most of your time with your doctor.

For chronic fatigue syndrome, some basic questions to ask your doctor include:

e What are the possible causes of my symptoms or condition?
e What tests do you recommend?

o |f these tests don't pinpoint the cause of my symptoms, what additional tests might |
need?

e On what basis would you make a diagnosis of chronic fatigue syndrome?
e Are there any treatments or lifestyle changes that could help my symptoms now?

e Do you have any printed materials | can take with me? What websites do you
recommend?

e What activity level should I aim for while we're seeking a diagnosis?
e Do you recommend that | also see a mental health provider?

Don't hesitate to ask other questions during your appointment as they occur to you.

What to expect from your doctor
Your doctor is likely to ask you a number of questions, such as:

What are your symptoms and when did they begin?
Does anything make your symptoms better or worse?
Do you have problems with memory or concentration?
Are you having trouble sleeping?

How often do you feel depressed or anxious?

How much do your symptoms limit your ability to function? For example, have you
ever had to miss school or work because of your symptoms?

e What treatments have you tried so far for this condition? How have they worked?



Diagnosis

There's no single test to confirm a diagnosis of chronic fatigue syndrome. Because the
symptoms of chronic fatigue syndrome can mimic so many other health problems, you
may need patience while waiting for a diagnosis. (1, p1821; 2, p7; 3; 6, p1678; 7, p1)

Your doctor must rule out a number of other illnesses before diagnosing chronic fatigue
syndrome. These may include: (1, p1821; 2, p7; 3; 5, p2-5)

e Sleep disorders. Chronic fatigue can be caused by sleep disorders. A sleep study
can determine if your rest is being disturbed by disorders such as obstructive sleep
apnea, restless legs syndrome or insomnia.

e Medical problems. Fatigue is a common symptom in several medical conditions,
such as anemia, diabetes and underactive thyroid (hypothyroidism). Lab tests can
check your blood for evidence of some of the top suspects.

e Heart and lung impairments. Problems with your heart or lungs can make you
feel more fatigued. An exercise stress test can assess your heart and lung function.
(11

e Mental health issues. Fatigue is also a symptom of a variety of mental health
problems, such as depression, anxiety, bipolar disorder and schizophrenia. A
counselor can help determine if one of these problems is causing your fatigue.

Treatments

There is no cure for chronic fatigue syndrome. Treatment focuses on symptom relief. (X,
p1821; 3; 4, pl)

Medications

Many people who have chronic fatigue syndrome are also depressed. Treating your
depression can make it easier for you to cope with the problems associated with chronic
fatigue syndrome. Low doses of some antidepressants also can help improve sleep and
relieve pain. (3, 4, p4; 6, p1679)

Therapy

The most effective treatment for chronic fatigue syndrome appears to be a two-pronged
approach that combines cognitive training with a gentle exercise program. (3; 4, p1-2; 5,
p6; 6, p1679; 9, p1-3; 11)

e Cognitive training. Talking with a counselor can help you figure out options to work
around some of the limitations that chronic fatigue syndrome imposes on you. Feeling
more in control of your life can improve your outlook dramatically.

e Graded exercise. A physical therapist can help determine what exercises are best for
you. Inactive people often begin with range-of-motion and stretching exercises for
just a few minutes a day. Gradually increasing the intensity of your exercise over time



may help reduce your hypersensitivity to exercise, just like allergy shots gradually
reduce a person's hypersensitivity to a particular allergen. (11)

Alternative medicine

Many alternative therapies have been promoted for chronic fatigue syndrome. It's
difficult to determine whether these therapies actually work, partly because the symptoms
of chronic fatigue syndrome often respond to placebos. (3; 4, p3; 6, p1679; 10, p2-4)

Coping and support

The experience of chronic fatigue syndrome varies from person to person. Emotional
support and counseling may help you and your loved ones deal with the uncertainties and
restrictions of this disorder.

You may find it therapeutic to join a support group and meet other people with chronic
fatigue syndrome. Support groups aren't for everyone, and you may find that a support
group adds to your stress rather than relieves it. Experiment and use your own judgment
to determine what's best for you.
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