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Can you learn to be happy?
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January is often a time for reassessing our lives. Often we focus on things we don’t like about our lives. However, research on the psychology of happiness suggests that we might benefit more from thinking about the things we do like about our lives.

It turns out that money does not buy happiness. If we have enough money to meet basic needs, additional money (or the things it buys) does not necessarily make us happier. Youth, education, I.Q, and sunshine also don’t make people significantly happier. However, strong ties to friends and family are highly associated with happiness. So, making a commitment to spending time with friends and family may be one of the best things you can do for your mental health.


Research shows that there are three components to happiness: pleasure in the moment, involvement with activities that are important to us, and the meaning we find in life. Pleasure in the moment is apparently the least important of these three components. So, we may be able to maximize our satisfaction with life if we are actively involved and doing things we find meaningful.

Studies have shown that a gratitude journal can improve satisfaction with life. In a gratitude journal, you write down things for which you are grateful. In the ‘three blessings’ version of this, every day you write down three things that went well and why. Studies show that people who do gratitude journals had better health, more energy, less pain and less fatigue. A ‘gratitude visit’ also significantly improved happiness for at least a month. In a ‘gratitude visit,’ you write a letter thanking someone who has been important in your life, then you read that letter during a visit to that person.
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Acts of kindness or altruism also improve happiness.  One study showed that five acts of kindness per week measurably improved mood. Kindness may improve our own happiness by helping us feel we have something of value to offer.

Understanding your strengths, as a person, can also help you be more productive and take more pleasure in things that you do. The web site www.reflectivehappiness.com has a questionnaire to help people identify their personal strengths, as well as one to assess your level of happiness with you life. It also offers suggestions for how to learn to be happier.

What does all this have to do with people who have FMS? People with chronic pain sometimes assume their lives cannot be happy or satisfying. If pleasure in the moment were the only source of happiness or satisfaction in life, chronic pain might limit our ability to have a good life. However, the research described above suggests that we can find more satisfaction in life by recognizing the good things we have, expressing gratitude, participating in activities that are important to us, and finding meaning in life. 


This doesn’t mean that we should be happy all – or even most – of the time.  But it does mean that having FMS should not prevent us from trying to enjoy life as much as we can.


For more information about learning happiness, see the Time Magazine article “The New Science of Happiness,” 1/09/05, by Claudia Wallis; available at www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,1015902,00.html. 

Dopamine and FMS 


Research published in the January issue of the Journal of Pain provides evidence that the brains of people with FMS produce less dopamine than healthy controls. Dopamine, a neurotransmitter involved in pain processing, may be reduced by chronic stress, environmental factors, and genetic factors. It is not yet clear whether the dopamine decrease is one of the underlying causes of FMS or whether it is the result of yet another cause. However, the research offers the possibility of developing new treatments that address the fundamental problem in pain processing in FMS. For more information about this research, go to www.fmaware.org and click on the press release for the dopamine study. The Potsdam group will view a DVD explaining this research at our February meeting.
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For those with FMS who also have pain from knee or hip osteoarthritis (OA), it appears that going barefoot may help. Recent research suggests walking barefoot decreases compressive forces at the inside of the knee, where OA is often worst. The authors suggest a few reasons this might be true. The heel lift or stability-providing structures in shoes might create a torque that increases forces inside the knee. Another possibility is that stiff soles might not accommodate to changing terrain, placing more stress on the knee and hip. Thirdly, bare feet provide better sensory feedback, allowing better balance, hence less microtrauma. The original research is by Shakoor & Block; Arthritis & Rheumatism. 2006;54(9):2923-2927. The study was cited in Fibromyalgia Frontiers, 2006;14(4).
Update on Guaifenesin

Some books and web-sites recommend guaifenesin, an ingredient in some cough medicines, for FMS. People often ask whether it really works. A quick update on the research: while there is a lot of anecdotal evidence that it works, rigorous research has not supported using guaifenesin for FMS. Several reasons are suggested for why many patients treated with guaifenesin seem to improve. If patients believe they are getting better, they are encouraged to do more and doing more makes them more functional. This improved function is encouraging, and that positive feedback stimulates more improvement. Consequently, improvement might be more due to the unintended cognitive behavioral therapy rather than the guaifenesin itself. See www.myalgia.com/guaif2.htm for more info on the research and www.myalgia.com/Treatment/guaifspe.htm for interpretation of the findings.
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The Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group will meet in the afternoons from January to March, so people don’t have to drive at night. Thursday, January 25th 4-5 pm meeting will be a guided discussion: How Do You Deal With Cold Weather?  The meeting is in Clarkson Hall at 59 Main St. For more info, contact Canton-Potsdam Hospital Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460 or email Lnrussek@clarkson.edu. Note the earlier meeting time!
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February Massena Meeting: 

The Massena Fibromyalgia Support Group will meet at Massena Memorial Hospital Friday, February 9th at 1:30 pm. The group will then take a field trip to Fit as a Fiddle, a local gym that offers exercise programs. The Support Group will get a tour of the facility, focusing on the special needs of people with FMS. This is a change from the printed version of the January Newsletter.  For more information, contact facilitator Maxine Dodge, at 769-5778 or maxinesbeach@wmconnect.com. Remember, the Massena meeting will be at 1:30 on the 2nd Friday of the month, January through April.
No February Newsletter
There will be no February Fibromyalgia Newsletter because I will be traveling (guess where, based on the picture below) and won’t return until just before Potsdam’s February meeting. So, February meeting announcements are given here.
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February Potsdam Meeting: 

The Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group February meeting will be Thursday, February 22nd 4-5 pm. The meeting will include viewing an educational DVD titled: “Show Me Where It Hurts” explaining the latest research supporting the dopamine theory of FMS. The video provides computer animation and graphic demonstrations explaining changes in key brain structures in fibromyalgia. We will have a discussion of the video afterwards. For more info about the video, see www.fmaware.org.  The meeting is in Clarkson Hall at 59 Main St. For more info, contact Canton-Potsdam Hospital Physical Therapy Department at 261-5460 or email Lnrussek@clarkson.edu. Note the earlier meeting time for winter months.
This newsletter is a joint effort of Clarkson University and Canton-Potsdam Hospital. If you would prefer to receive these newsletters electronically, please send your email address to gilberta@clarkson.edu. You can access current and previous Potsdam Fibromyalgia Support Group Newsletters on our web site: www.people.clarkson.edu/~lnrussek/FMSG.          
[image: image2.png]


[image: image3.png]

































