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While modern medicine has come a long way, we are still limited in treatment and explanations of
chronic pain, fatigue, and other vague and ongoing symptoms. Many patients that eventually land in the
offices of rheumatologists or neurologists share a common story: They’ve been plagued with debilitating
symptoms including brain fog and joint pain. They’ve been passed around by primary care physicians and
specialists and eventually landed in the office of a functional medicine practitioner. Functional medicine
is an unregulated specialty that does not have official licensing requirements and uses nontraditional
methods to treat or manage disease. There, the patient receives a diagnosis that can bring hope for a
potential cure for their taxing symptoms: chronic Lyme disease.

Lyme disease is bacterial infection caused by Borrelia burgdorferi. It’s spread through ticks that carry the
bacteria and bite a person. Symptoms often include fever, headache, fatigue and/or a skin rash. When an
initial infection goes untreated, damage can occur through the body including in the heart, brain or joints.
It is also well known that that some people have prolonged symptoms and impairment from Lyme disease,
sometimes called post Lyme disease syndrome. Rather than a chronic infection, this is the body taking
time to return to its baseline. People can also have positive Lyme testing because of a prior infection that
resolved without symptoms, a different infection or inflammatory disease causing a false positive.

“Chronic” Lyme disease, however, has no clinical definition and there is not a standard recommended
treatment nor guidelines to diagnose the disease. While a chronic Lyme disease diagnosis can bring
comfort and answers for longstanding problems, it can also lead to delays in health care and confusion.

The prescribed treatment for chronic Lyme disease can be ineffective at best and unsafe at the worst.
Lyme disease is treated with antibiotics; ongoing symptoms are not due to active infection with the
bacteria. Long-term antibiotic use can disrupt the healthy bacteria in your body and gut and allow bad
bacteria to overgrow. Many patients will also be advised to take cat’s claw, garlic, vitamin C, melatonin,
or mitochondrial complex supplements. These can be expensive and are often ineffective because they do
not target the underlying problem. Supplements are not regulated by the Food and Drug Administration,
so some can be dangerous, especially when taking in large doses. Supplements can be contaminated with
impurities such as heavy metals, other ingredients not on the label, bacteria or fungi. They can also harm
your liver or kidneys or affect how other medications work in your body. You may be making yourself
feel worse with these treatments than without them.

A chronic Lyme disease diagnosis also delays a real diagnosis. Many patients diagnosed with chronic
Lyme may not have any evidence of a prior Lyme infection. Some “Chronic Lyme Disease” patients are
later found to have conditions like rheumatoid arthritis, degenerative spine disease, or multiple sclerosis.
These delays in care can lead to further issues with your health. Earlier treatment for rheumatoid arthritis
can prevent or slow down joint damage, and treating multiple sclerosis can slow disease progression,
limiting a person’s long-term disability.

While these cases can be frustrating for the patient, they can also be frustrating for the clinician. These
patients have been left with few answers for symptoms that can rule their lives, and a diagnosis like



chronic Lyme disease can bring comfort and peace of mind. Functional medicine practitioners also
provide a treatment plan these patients may have lacked, and patients may feel an ineffective or harmful
treatment plan is better than no treatment at all. Clinicians need to meet patients where they are, dispel
misinformation, and help guide them towards helpful, truthful information.

Functional medicine can have its place in your care, but a real diagnosis is the best way to properly
address your symptoms and get safe and effective treatment. Step away from social media and talk to a
medical professional you trust. Anyone can say anything online, especially when they are trying to sell
you supplements. You deserve to be listened to and respected throughout your journey to understanding
your health and body.



