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ME/CEFS : A Priimer for Clinical Practtioners
International Association for CFS/ME (IACFS/ME)

1. INTRODUCTION & OVERVIEW

The terms chronic fatigue syndrome and
myalgic encephalomyelitis (ME/CFS)
describe a complex physical illness
characterized by debilitating fatigue,
post-exertional malaise, pain, cognitive
problems, sleep dysfunction and an
array of other immune, neurological and
autonomic symptoms. The key feature of
the syndrome, post-exertional malaise,
1s the exacerbation of symptoms
following minimal physical or mental
activity, which can persist for hours,
days or even weeks. Rest and sleep
produce only modest relief of fatigue and
the other symptoms. The illness is also
characterized by substantially reduced
physical and/or cognitive functioning.

Although ME/CFS is a physical illness,
secondary psychological symptoms may
be present as in many chronic
conditions.

1:1 Nomenclature

The term myalgic encephalomyelitis
(ME) was coined in 1956 to describe a
well-documented cluster outbreak of a
fatiguing illness in London, England.
The name chronic fatigue syndrome
(CFS) was proposed following the
investigation of a cluster outbreak of a
similar fatiguing illness in Nevada
(USA) in 1984. CFS replaced the

preliminary name, Chronic

Epstein-Barr virus syndrome, because
clinical studies were unable to confirm
Epstein-Barr virus as the putative cause.
The name chronic fatigue syndrome has
been criticized as being vague and
trivializing of the illness. CFS has also
been confused with the common
non-specific complaint of chronic fatigue.
Other less common names for the illness
are myalgic encephalopathy and chronic
fatigue immune dysfunction syndrome
(CFIDS). The World Health
Organization classifies myalgic
encephalomyelitis as a disease of the
central nervous system (G93.3.). A

similar illness, post-viral fatigue
syndrome (PVFS), describes the
lingering of fatigue subsequent to a viral
infection.

The name ME is more commonly used in
Europe and Canada, while the CFS term
1s more often used in the USA and
Australia. A number of different but
overlapping case definitions have been
published for each of the two terms.
Most research studies use “CFS”
because a specific case definition
(Fukuda et al., 19944) was written for
this purpose. The acronyms ME/CFS
and CFS/ME are increasingly being
used worldwide.
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