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Current concepts on the functional somatic syndromes

and temporomandibular disorders

Francesco Fantoni, Giovanni Salvetti, Daniele Manfredini, Mario Bosco

SUMMARY

Background. The importance of psychosocial factors in the etiopathogenesis of temporo-
mandibular disorders (TMD) has led to the hypothesis that these disorders may be part of a
wider group of somatoform disorders, the functional somatic syndromes (FSS).

Types of studies reviewed. The present paper is an overview summarizing the current
concepts on the TMD-FSS relationship. A non-systematic search in the Medline database iden-
tified peer-reviewed papers on the epidemiological and clinical characteristics of the complex
groups of disorders labelled functional somatic syndromes, focusing on the common features to
temporomandibular disorders patients.

Results. Literature data suggest that FSS and TMD share many etiopathogenetic and epi-
demiological features, both groups of disorders having a multifactorial etiopathogenesis and
needing a multidisciplinary approach to diagnosis and treatment. Psychosocial characteristics of
patients seem to have many similarities and the prevalence of Axis I psychiatric disorders is
elevated. The majority of studies focused on the relationship between TMD and fibromyalgia
(FM), due to the high rate of orofacial involvement related to FM.

Clinical implications. The presence of common features between TMD and FSS patient
may suggest the need for changes in the diagnostic and therapeutic approach to TMD patients,
with the introduction of treatment protocols which also address the psychosocial impairment
accompanying TMD symptoms, in order to overcome the limits of traditional therapies.

Key words: temporomandibular disorders; functional somatic syndromes; somatoform dis-
orders; epidemiology; fibromaylgia; clinical features.

INTRODUCTION

Temporomandibular disorders (TMD) are a het-
erogeneous group of pathologies affecting the
stomatognathic system and the related structures,
whose complex and diversified etiology generate sev-
eral diagnostic and taxonomic problems (1).

At present, temporomandibular disorders are
considered to have a multifactorial aetiology, with a
number of local and systemic factors that could co-
exist and interact to weaken the tolerance threshold

ISection of Prosthetic Dentistry, Department of Neuroscience, Uni-
versity of Pisa, Italy
’Department of Maxillofacial Surgery, University of Padova, Italy

Francesco Fantoni' — D.D.S., research fellow

Giovanni Salvetti' — D.D.S., research fellow

Daniele Manfredini’ — D.D.S., visiting professor in
craniomandibular disorders

Mario Bosco' — D.D.S., professor in prosthetic dentistry

Address correspondence to: Dr. Daniele Manfredini, Ve XX

Settembre 298, 54036 Marina di Carrara (MS), Italy.
E-mail: daniele.manfredini@tin.it

Stomatologija, Baltic Dental and Maxillofacial Journal, 2007, Vol. 9, No. 1

of stomatognathic system's structures, causing the
occurrence of TMD signs and/or symptoms (2-4).
Among these factors, psychosocial factors has been
investigated in a great number of studies demon-
strating an increase in stress, anxiety, depression and
somatization in TMD patients (2, 5-8).

In particular, patients affected by chronic and
painful temporomandibular disorders share many
psychosocial characteristics with subjects present-
ing other chronic painful syndromes at different body
regions. This led to the hypothesis that some types
of chronic TMD may be part of an interdisciplinary
group of somatoform syndromes defined as Func-
tional Somatic Syndromes (FSS), characterized by
similar etiopathogenetic patterns and psychosocial
impairment (9,10).

The inclusion of TMD in the group of
somatoform disorders should have an impact on the
literature on TMD epidemiology and classification,
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but might influence the therapeutic approach to TMD
patients as well.

Considering these premises, the present paper
is an overview of current concepts on the relation
between temporomandibular disorders and func-
tional somatic syndromes. In particular, this review
has been focused on the current status of research
concerning the clinical, taxonomic and
etiopathogenetic aspects of FSS, and their possible
correlation with TMD on the basis of the observed
clinical and etiopathogenetic overlapping.

To provide and summarize up-to-date knowl-
edge, an electronic search in the Medline database
was performed to identify English-language, peer-
reviewed articles published before June 2006. The
key words "temporomandibular disorders", "func-
tional somatic syndromes", "somatization",
"myofascial pain", "somatoform disorders" were
used, alone or combined, to perform the search.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Functional Somatic Syndromes

The umbrella term Functional Somatic Syn-
dromes (FSS) refers to several related syndromes
characterized by a constellation of disabling symp-
toms and patients' suffering which are not disease-
specific and do not recognize objective structural or
functional abnormalities. Physicians in many medi-
cal specialties increasingly confronted themselves
with patients who have disabling, physically unex-
plained, somatic symptoms and who were already
assigned one or more diagnoses for their illness (10).

Since the proposal of the gate control theory
(11), a comprehensive biopsychosocial model has
been widely used for the study of pain symptoms.
This model suggested that pain perception may origi-
nate not only from physical stimuli, but from psy-
chic factors which can stimulate the brain to modu-
late the gate control mechanism and to generate pain
perception as well (12,13).

The acceptance of the gate control theory al-
lowed overcoming the ancient distinction between
"real" and "imaginary" pain on the basis of the pres-
ence or absence of a physical damage, finally dem-
onstrating that body and mind interact to determine
symptoms onset.

At present, etiopathogenetic mechanisms at the
basis of FSS are only partly known, so their diagnosis
is complex and their classification incomplete
(10,14,17). Epidemiological data showed a high dif-
fusion of these pathologies; FSS account for 6-36%
of medical consultations worldwide, with a prevalence
of 20% in the United Kingdom and 35% in USA (10).

These disorders affect mainly women, with a
female: male ratio of 5-20:1, and the most common
age of onset is under thirty years of age (15).

Many different functional syndromes have been
described. Each medical specialty seems to have at
least one of them: for rheumatologists, prominent
muscle pain and tenderness is fibromyalgia (FM);
for gastroenterologists, abdominal pain with altered
bowel habit is irritable bowel syndrome (IBS); and
for infectious-diseases specialists, chronic fatigue
and myalgia is a post-viral or chronic fatigue syn-
drome (CFS) (9). Many authors claimed that the
existence of specific somatic syndromes is largely
an artefact of the medical literature (9,10,17,18).
That is to say that the differentiation of specific func-
tional syndromes reflects the tendency of special-
ists to focus only on those symptoms pertinent to
their specialty, rather than any real differences be-
tween patients.

To support this hypothesis the authors of a re-
cent review underlined common characteristics,
such as:

— the published diagnostic criteria for each of
the specific functional syndromes overlap in their
constituent symptoms;

— patients identified as having one functional
somatic syndrome also meet symptoms criteria for
others;

— presence of similarities across syndromes
in sex prevalence;

— similarities in the proposed actiology, prog-
nosis, and response to treatment;

— coexistence with psychosocial disorders (9).

Other authors underlined an elevated
comorbidity or co-occurrence of two or more syn-
dromes in patients' populations (18). Recently, a
review of 53 studies showed a co-occurrence rate
from 35% to 70% for fibromyalgia (FM) and
chronic fatigue syndrome (CFS), 32-80% for FM
and irritable bowel syndrome (IBS), 58-92% for
CFS and IBS, 33-55% for FM and Multiple chemi-
cal sensitivity (MCS) and 30-67% for CFS and
MCS (19).

Functional somatic syndromes are currently de-
scribed as a group of somatic manifestations which
are the expression of a same syndrome generated
by central neuroendocrine dysregulation. Such neu-
roendocrine abnormalities can determine the onset
of similar symptoms at different districts, depend-
ing on subjective factors (9,20,21). As a conse-
quence pathological precipitation and its somatic ex-
pression appear to be influenced by genetic suscep-
tibility, organs' vulnerability, psychosocial factors and
alexithymic personality of patients which induce
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subjects to react with stress, anxiety, depression or
anger (22).

According to most studies, each functional so-
matic syndrome recognizes a multifactorial aetiol-
ogy, with an interaction of biological, psychological
and interpersonal factors (15). Many authors of dif-
ferent medical fields consider exacerbation and pre-
cipitation of many FSS to depend on the emotional
response caused by a stressor (10,18,23,24).

This concept was introduced with the theory
on homeostasis maintenance, which described the
influence of chronic stress on cortisol secretion,
determined by the stress-related activation of the
hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis (22).
Widespread somatic manifestations may be the con-
sequence of HPA axis dysfunction; therefore,
chronic stress is considered a risk factor for FSS,
also due to its influence on anxiety and depression
state and, consequently, on patients' disability
(6,25,26).

This mechanism has been called into cause for
the explanation of the outbreak of some TMD as
well. Some authors underlined that TMD symptoms
may be related to an unbalanced reaction to stres-
sors and HPA axis dysregulation in some cases
(7,27,30).

Neurobiological researches on HPA axis abnor-
malities, along with the clinical evidences of cortisol
deficit in FSS patients, are the basis for the most
recent theories on FSS etiopathogenesis.

The association between stress and increased
cortisol secretion has been well demonstrated in
the literature, but abnormalities of the HPA axis
may also induce hypocortisolism in some cases, as
described in patients who experienced a traumatic
event or have been affected by stress-related pa-
thologies (31). Hypocortisolism has been shown in
patients suffering from bodily disorders, such as
burnout with physical complaints, chronic fatigue
syndrome, fibromyalgia and chronic pelvic pain
(18).

Cortisol secretion has a protective role, induc-
ing a number of biological reactions (gluconeogen-
esis, mobilization of free fatty acids, reduction of
protein synthesis) which lead to an increase in en-
ergy supplies. Moreover, cortisol secretion controls
glucocorticoids action and their effects on
immunocellular defensive mechanisms, as described
by studies underlining the immunosuppressive ac-
tion of cortisol to prevent toxic effects of primary
defensive mechanism activated as a response to
stress (32,33). Thus, a decrease in cortisol avail-
ability in traumatized or chronically stressed indi-
viduals may determine an increased vulnerability to
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bodily disorders, promoting a disinhibition of immune
disorders, inflammation, chronic pain syndromes and
allergies (20,34).

Several studies revealed the presence of
hypocortisolism in many different populations of pa-
tients with stress-related bodily disorders, finding
support even in the results produced by some ani-
mal models (35). Literature data suggest that
hypocortisolism has a prevalence of up to 20-25%
in patients with stress-related disorders such as
chronic fatigue syndrome, chronic pelvic pain,
fibromyalgia, post traumatic stress disorders, irritable
bowel syndrome, low back pain and atypical depres-
sion (34).

A large variety of hypothesis to explain etio-
pathogenesis of hypocortisolism were proposed.
The most plausible model is the multifactorial one,
which suggests that many different factors may
interact to determine the development and persis-
tence of cortisol lack, through mechanisms of ac-
tion which may potentially involve all levels of HPA
axis (20).

Clinical aspects of Functional Somatic Syn-
dromes

Each functional somatic syndrome may present
some organ-specific and disease-specific manifes-
tations but in general, FSS do not have any charac-
teristic clinical presentations or pathognomonic signs
and symptoms complexes that are consistent across
cases and that distinguish the syndromes from one
another (33,35).

The various FSS have remarkably similar symp-
toms that share important characteristics like dif-
fuse somatic complaints, often associated with pain
and non-specific, ambiguous symptoms, which tend
to become chronic, even if fluctuant, and which
rarely show natural remission (15).

Symptoms which are common to many FSS in-
clude fatigue, weakness, sleep difficulties, headache,
muscle aches and joint pain among others. In par-
ticular, about 20% of FSS patients present muscle
fatigue and about 30% musculoskeletal chronic
symptoms (36).

Many studies reported a high comorbidity be-
tween FSS characterized by muscle chronic pain,
such as fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue syndrome,
myofascial pain, and psychiatric disorders (18,37-
42). Even though the existence of a cause-effect
relation is widely debated, the prevalence of Axis I
psychiatric disorders is clearly higher in patients with
FSS than in the general population, with a preva-
lence of 50-70% for mood disorders and 40-50%
for anxiety in FSS patients (17,37,40,41).
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Relationship between TMD and FSS

Literature data suggest that FSS share many
etiopathogenetic and epidemiological characteristics
with TMD.

Both groups of disorders have a multifactorial
etiopathogenesis and need for a multidisciplinary ap-
proach to diagnosis and treatment; in particular, psy-
chosocial characteristics of patients seem to have
many similarities (2,3,6-8,40). As in the case of FSS,
comorbidity between Axis I psychiatric disorders and
TMD is also elevated (1,8,16,43-49), with an esti-
mated prevalence of mood disorders in TMD sub-
jects of about 30-60% (3) among Caucasians, and
about 43% in Asiatic patients (8,40). Besides, works
investigating the prevalence of mood and anxiety
psychopathology in different Research Diagnostic
Criteria for TMD (RDC/TMD) groups of patients
described a significantly higher prevalence of psy-
chiatric disorders, and in particular depressive symp-
toms, in patients with painful TMD, regardless of
pain location (4,5,48,49).

These observations supported the hypothesis that
psychopathological symptoms in TMD patients seem
to be related to the presence of a painful condition,
and seem to be independent by the origin of pain
(i.e.: TMJ or myofascial pain). So, available data
suggest the inclusion of TMD within the group of
disorders for which the complex pain-depression
relation may have a predominant role in symptoms
expression and perception.

Similarities between the psychosocial traits of
TMD and FSS patients also came from studies
adopting Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inven-
tory (MMPI) test, which showed that chronic pain
subjects have a typical profile revealing the tendency
to manifest an interior conflict through physic symp-
toms (50).

In general, different studies seem to suggest that
up to 80% of TMD patients show a corollary of psy-
chosocial disorders (1,9,43).

As for the clinical relation between FSS and
TMD, two studies reported the presence of TMD
muscular symptoms in 42-75% of patients with di-
verse functional somatic syndromes, such as stress
syndrome, fibromyalgia, chronic fatigue syndrome,
premenstrual syndrome, irritable bowel syndrome
(15,18,51-57).

At present, attention is mostly focused on
fibromyalgia, a chronic non inflammatory rheumatic
disease affecting soft tissues, whose main features
are the presence of generalized musculoskeletal pain
and tenderness to palpation. Orofacial involvement
and stomatognathic symptomatology, and especially
masticatory muscles and temporomandibular joint

pain and tenderness, are a common observation in
patients with fibromyalgia (FM).

DISCUSSION

Despite knowledge about etiopathogenesis and
epidemiology of functional somatic syndromes has
improved over the last years, there are still some
diagnostic and taxonomic uncertainties which make
standardization of classification difficult and let the
debate on which pathologies have to be included
within the FSS open.

On the basis of some common aspects in their
epidemiology and clinical presentation, the inclusion
of chronic TMD within the group of FSS was sug-
gested as well. Such a hypothesis is interesting, even
though it is likely that only a small amount of tem-
poromandibular disorders patients is actually affected
by a functional somatic syndrome (9,16,18,51,54-56).

The inclusion of TMD within the FSS should
lead to changes in the diagnostic and therapeutic
approach to TMD patients, and especially to those
who achieved limited improvements with traditional
therapies. The introduction of treatment protocols
which also address the psychosocial impairment ac-
companying TMD symptoms is fundamental to over-
come the limits of traditional therapies (50,58-60).

On this purpose, interesting suggestions came
from a series of papers investigating the different
response to TMD treatment in function their psy-
chological profile (59).

The use of MPI (Multidimensional Pain Inven-
tory) questionnaire allowed identifying three groups
of TMD patients on the basis of symptoms' inter-
ferences on life activities.

Dysfunctional (DYS) subjects were those with
higher levels of pain, interference of symptoms with
life activities, affective distress, and lower levels of
activity and feeling of life control; Interpersonally
Distressed (ID) patients were similar to those of
the dysfunctional group. Anyway, they differ from
the first group in their experience of little support
from significant people in their environment and in
their feeling of receiving a great deal of negative
responses and few solicitous responses or assistance
related to their pain problem by significant others.
Finally, Adaptive Copers (AC) were described as
remaining active despite pain, feeling little psycho-
logical distress or life interference, and continuing
to feel in control of their lives despite the presence
of symptoms of TMD.

At the end of a traditional treatment protocol
improvements of patients of the AC group were sig-
nificantly higher than the other groups in both clini-
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cal and psychological parameters, and a wide range
of improvement was still possible for DYS and ID
patients. Given these premises, the need for a dif-
ferent management also addressing psychological
factors which interfere with DYS and ID patients
daily activities was strongly recommended.

Incomplete management of TMD patients was
called into cause as a risk factor for treatment fail-
ure (60), and the introduction of alternative meth-
ods adopted in the treatment of other chronic pa-
thologies, such as the cognitive behavioral therapy,
might be very useful to increase treatment success
rate (61).

Considering these suggestions, therapeutic pro-
tocols adopted for FSS patients might help TMD
management.

A number of proposals for the management of
functional somatic syndromes were suggested
(10,13,17,18,43,62).

Medical management of FSS symptoms and sub-
jects may be synthesized as a therapeutic
protocolresting on six steps:

1) Ruling out the presence of diagnosable medi-
cal disease,

2) Searching for psychiatric disorders,

3) Building a collaborative alliance with the pa-
tient,

4) Making restoration of function the goal of
treatment even with palliative pharmacological
therapy,

5) Providing limited reassurance,

6) Prescribing cognitive-behavioural therapy
for patients who have not responded to the afore-
mentioned five steps.

At the same time, the physician should discour-
age the patient from assuming the sick role, should
undercut alarming expectations about the clinical
course, and should avoid making distressing symp-
tom attributions.

In the presence of DSM-IV Axis I disorders
like depression or anxiety, it can be adopted a treat-
ment with antidepressant or other drugs. All these
interventions help patients to cope with symptoms

by teaching them how to re-examine their health
beliefs and expectations and explore the effects of
the sick role, stress and distress on their symptoms.
They help patients find alternative explanations for
symptoms, restructure faulty disease beliefs, alter
expectations, and learn techniques of focused at-
tention and distraction.

Behavioural strategies, such as response pre-
vention, systematic desensitization, graduated exer-
cise regimens, and progressive muscle relaxation,
help those with functional somatic syndromes re-
sume normal activities, minimize role impairment,
and curtail sick role behaviours.

A recent review of 31 controlled trials on cog-
nitive-behavioral therapy for the treatment of so-
matic symptoms claimed that available data sup-
ported the short-term efficacy of such interventions
and that further investigations are needed with longer
follow-up periods to confirm promising results from
controlled trials with long-term follow-up (63-68).
Cognitive-behavioral interventions have shown to be
effective in reducing somatic symptoms, general-
ized distress, and disability, also thanks to the higher
compliance of patients with respect to other treat-
ment modalities.

CONCLUSIONS

The present overview represents an attempt to
describe the complex relation between functional so-
matic syndromes and temporomandibular disorders
on the basis of present knowledge on chronic pain
pathologies. Only few studies have been designed
to investigate the TMD-FSS relation, and literature
data came from too different specialties and set-
tings. Several common epidemiological, clinical and
psychosocial characteristics between TMD and
some FSS, such as fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue
syndrome seem to exist. These considerations have
a twofold importance in the field of temporoman-
dibular disorders, since they may contribute to im-
prove knowledge at both diagnostic and therapeutic
levels (57, 58, 59).
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