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Setting the scene: 
To highlight findings from recent randomized controlled trials and reviews of 

exercise for people with fibromyalgia, and includes information regarding 

factors that influence response and adherence to exercise to assist clinicians 

with exercise and physical activity prescription decision-making to optimize 

health and well-being. 
 

What did they do? 
All relevant reviews published from 2007 to 2011 were examined to form a 

base for this paper. Also recent primary research studies retrieved using a 

keyword search (terms “exercise” and “fibromyalgia”) of PubMed and Sport 

Discus between Jan 1, 2009 and Mar 1, 2011. Methodological quality of 

randomized controlled trials (RCTs) was evaluated by single reviewers using 

the Physiotherapy Evidence Database (PEDro; 10 items). Systematic reviews 

were rated for quality using the AMSTAR (assessment of multiple systematic 

reviews) the first RCT examining the effects of exercise training for 

fibromyalgia was published in 1988, growth in the body of literature has 

accelerated. In addition to growth in the number of RCTs, there is a trend 

toward increased sample size and improved methodological quality. Recently, 

researchers have begun to explore the effects of a wide range of exercise 

techniques that extend beyond more conventional exercise training modes 

(e.g., low-impact aerobic training and strength training). Some of the 

interventions being explored are modelled on long-honoured holistic 

approaches used in China and other Asian countries (e.g., tai chi, chi gong, and 

yoga) or Nordic countries (e.g., Nordic walking); some arise from 

technologies newly applied to exercise (e.g., vibration); and others represent 

rethinking the prescriptive approach to physical activity (e.g., lifestyle 

physical activity). The goals of physical activity and exercise training are to 

improve physical fitness and function, reduce fibromyalgia symptoms, and 

optimize overall health and well-being. Because sedentary lifestyles and the 

general deconditioning associated with fibromyalgia may place this population 

at increased risk for a number of chronic diseases, optimizing overall health 

and well-being is particularly important. 
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Takeaway message: 
The benefits of exercise training for individuals with fibromyalgia are well 

documented in recent high-quality reviews and meta-analyses and include 

reduction of pain and depression and improvement in global health and 

physical function. RCTs examining the effects of exercise on symptoms, 

function, fitness, and quality of life in fibromyalgia have grown in number and 

quality. Exercise options that have been investigated have recently expanded 

to include tai chi, chi gong and yoga, Nordic walking, vibration, and lifestyle 

physical activity. Research shows that persons with fibromyalgia are able to 

engage in moderate and even vigorous exercise; however, participants have 

experienced difficulties performing and adhering to vigorous and even 

moderate-intensity regimes because of increased fibromyalgia symptoms. 
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