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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the effect of stressful life events and PTSD
on fibromyalgia symptom severity, considering the mediating role of social
support and coping strategies. This cross-sectional correlational study was
conducted on patients with fibromyalgia in Isfahan, from whom 1,930
participants were selected using a census sampling method. Data were collected
using standardized questionnaires assessing stressful life events, PTSD,
perceived social support, and coping strategies. Statistical analyses included
descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and structural equation
modeling (SEM) using AMOS version 26, with model fit indices evaluated.
Results indicated that stressful life events, PTSD, age, and gender had significant
positive direct effects on fibromyalgia severity (P<0.001), whereas
socioeconomic status showed a significant negative effect (P<0.001).
Maladaptive coping strategies had a significant positive effect, while emotion-
focused coping showed a significant negative effect on symptom severity
(P<0.001). Social support demonstrated significant direct and indirect negative
effects. The SEM model exhibited good fit, confirming the mediating roles of
social support and coping strategies. The findings suggest that fibromyalgia
symptom severity is influenced by psychological and social factors, with social
support and coping strategies playing crucial roles in moderating the effects of
stress and PTSD; therefore, multidimensional interventions targeting stress
reduction, enhancement of social support, and improvement of coping strategies
may be effective in managing this disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Fibromyalgia is a chronic, multifaceted disorder characterized by widespread musculoskeletal pain, fatigue,
sleep disturbances, and cognitive impairments, which collectively impose a substantial burden on individuals’
quality of life and functional capacity. Contemporary research conceptualizes fibromyalgia not merely as a
somatic condition but as a biopsychosocial syndrome shaped by the dynamic interaction of physiological
dysregulation, psychological processes, and social-contextual influences (Giorgi et al., 2022; O'Mahony et
al., 2021). Within this framework, increasing attention has been directed toward the role of stress-related
mechanisms in the onset and exacerbation of fiboromyalgia symptoms. Chronic exposure to stressful life events
is known to dysregulate neuroendocrine systems, particularly the hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal axis, leading
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to alterations in cortisol secretion and heightened pain sensitivity (O'Connor et al., 2021; Thau et al., 2021).
Empirical evidence further indicates that such dysregulation is prevalent among individuals with fibromyalgia
and contributes to symptom persistence and severity (Ubeda-D'Ocasar et al., 2020).

In addition to general stress exposure, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) has emerged as a critical
psychological factor associated with fibromyalgia. Studies consistently demonstrate a high prevalence of
PTSD among patients with chronic pain conditions, with mechanisms such as hyperarousal, intrusive re-
experiencing, and avoidance contributing to amplified pain perception and reduced adaptive functioning (Al-
Smadi et al., 2021; Zinchuk et al., 2025). Moreover, clinical recommendations emphasize the importance of
systematically screening fibromyalgia patients for PTSD due to its significant impact on symptom severity and
daily functioning (Nardi et al., 2020). Early traumatic experiences, including childhood adversity, have also
been linked to poorer health outcomes in fibromyalgia through cognitive-emotional pathways such as
catastrophizing and reduced mindfulness (Yamin, 2025).

Despite the detrimental effects of stress and trauma, protective psychosocial resources may buffer their impact.
Social support is widely recognized as a key determinant of health outcomes, functioning as a resource that
enhances coping capacity, reduces perceived stress, and fosters psychological resilience (Drageset, 2021).
Research in fibromyalgia populations highlights the positive influence of supportive networks on emotional
well-being and symptom management (Reig-Garcia et al., 2021). Furthermore, perceived social support has
been associated with reduced depressive symptoms and improved quality of life among affected individuals
(Ozlii et al., 2022). Importantly, the relationship between stress and health outcomes is often mediated by
coping strategies, which represent cognitive and behavioral efforts to manage internal and external demands
(Stephenson & Delongis, 2020). Adaptive coping strategies, such as problem-solving and positive
reinterpretation, are linked to better psychological adjustment, whereas maladaptive strategies, including
avoidance and emotional suppression, are associated with poorer outcomes (Freire et al., 2020). In
fibromyalgia, coping styles have been shown to significantly influence pain perception, fatigue, and overall
functioning (Hamama & Itzhaki, 2023; Rostami et al., 2024).

Recent studies also underscore the complexity of fibromyalgia by highlighting additional contributing factors
such as lifestyle behaviors, sleep quality, and biological mechanisms. Interventions such as low-intensity
exercise and cognitive behavioral therapy have demonstrated efficacy in symptom reduction (Senthil et al.,
2025), while sleep disturbances remain a central feature requiring targeted management (Pathak et al., 2025).
Nutritional factors and oxidative stress have also been implicated in disease processes (Adigiizel et al., 2022;
Elma et al., 2020). Given this multifactorial etiology, there is a growing need for integrative models that
simultaneously examine stress, trauma, social resources, and coping processes. Accordingly, the present study
aimed to investigate the effect of stressful life events and PTSD on the severity of fibromyalgia symptoms,
considering the mediating roles of social support and coping strategies.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a cross-sectional correlational design aimed at examining direct and indirect
relationships among stressful life events, PTSD, social support, coping strategies, and fiboromyalgia symptom
severity. The target population consisted of men and women diagnosed with fibromyalgia residing in Isfahan.
A large community-based sample was obtained through a census-based sampling approach, resulting in 1,930
participants. Inclusion criteria ensured that participants were within the adult age range, capable of completing
self-report measures, and had a confirmed diagnosis of fiboromyalgia for at least six months. Data collection
involved standardized self-report questionnaires assessing stressful life events, PTSD symptoms, perceived
social support, coping strategies, and fibromyalgia severity.

Statistical analyses were conducted in multiple stages. Descriptive statistics were calculated to summarize
demographic and clinical characteristics. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to examine bivariate
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relationships among variables. Group comparisons were conducted using inferential tests as appropriate.
Structural equation modeling (SEM) was performed using AMOS software to evaluate the conceptual model
and estimate direct, indirect, and total effects among variables. Model fit was assessed using established
indices, including comparative fit index, goodness-of-fit index, and root mean square error of approximation.
Findings

The results indicated that the mean age of participants was in the late thirties, with a balanced gender
distribution and a predominance of married individuals. Descriptive findings showed moderate levels of
fibromyalgia severity, stressful life events, and coping strategy use across the sample.

Correlation analyses revealed that PTSD scores, age, and the severity of stressful life events were positively
and significantly associated with fibromyalgia symptom severity, while socioeconomic status showed a
negative association. Among mediating variables, maladaptive coping strategies were positively associated
with fibromyalgia severity, whereas emotion-focused coping exhibited a negative relationship. Social support
and problem-focused coping did not demonstrate significant direct correlations with fibromyalgia severity.
Structural equation modeling results demonstrated that stressful life events and PTSD had significant positive
direct effects on fibromyalgia severity. Age and gender also contributed positively to symptom severity. Social
support showed both direct and indirect negative effects, indicating a protective role. Coping strategies
exhibited differential effects: maladaptive coping had a small positive effect, while emotion-focused coping
showed an overall negative effect. Problem-focused coping demonstrated negligible total effects due to
opposing direct and indirect influences. Overall, the model explained a substantial proportion of variance in
fibromyalgia severity, supporting the hypothesized mediating roles of psychosocial factors.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings highlight the central role of stress-related processes in shaping the severity of fibromyalgia
symptoms. The observed positive association between stressful life events and symptom severity suggests that
cumulative stress exposure contributes to heightened physiological and psychological vulnerability. Similarly,
the significant impact of PTSD underscores the importance of trauma-related mechanisms, including
hyperarousal and emotional dysregulation, in amplifying pain perception and reducing functional capacity.
The protective effect of social support observed in this study reinforces its importance as a psychosocial
resource that can mitigate the negative consequences of stress and trauma. Individuals with higher perceived
support may experience greater emotional security and improved coping capacity, which in turn reduces
symptom severity. These findings emphasize the need to incorporate social dimensions into clinical
interventions for fibromyalgia.

Coping strategies emerged as complex determinants of symptom outcomes. The differential effects of coping
styles suggest that not all coping efforts are equally beneficial. While adaptive coping strategies may enhance
resilience and reduce distress, maladaptive strategies can exacerbate symptoms by reinforcing negative
emotional states and avoidance behaviors. The negative total effect of emotion-focused coping in this study
suggests that certain forms of emotional processing may be beneficial when effectively managed.

Overall, the results support a multidimensional model of fibromyalgia in which stress, trauma, social support,
and coping strategies interact to influence symptom severity. These findings underscore the importance of
adopting integrative treatment approaches that address both psychological and social factors alongside medical
management. Interventions aimed at stress reduction, trauma processing, strengthening social support
networks, and promoting adaptive coping strategies may be particularly effective in improving patient
outcomes.
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