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       What are the symptoms?

Not all people present in the same way. Sometimes MS can 
present like other neurological diseases and other illnesses can 
also be mistaken for MS. Symptoms vary from person to person 
and they also vary in “time and space”. This means that episodes 
can be months or years apart and they affect different regions of 
the central nervous system. It is often challenging to diagnose MS 
based on the first episode alone. The earliest complaint is often 
loss of sensation, or paresthesia. It can then go on to spastic 
muscles, extreme tiredness, bladder dysfunction, abnormal 
twitching, loss of balance, pain, loss of vision, depression, and 
many other symptoms. 

       How is it diagnosed?

Doctors rely on a number of methods to diagnose MS, which 
include the history of the symptoms, physical examination, brain 
scans and laboratory tests. Often a lumbar puncture (LP) is also 
performed, which involves putting a needle in the spinal canal of 
the lower back and taking out a small volume of cerebrospinal fluid 
(CSF) for analysis. The results of all these investigations are then 
combined to make a diagnosis.            

       What is the prognosis?

Without treatment, over 30% of patients will develop physical 
disability within 20–25 years of onset and this can include 
cognitive deterioration. How the disease evolves over time 
depends on the type of MS one has, early diagnosis and access to 
comprehensive management. MS itself is not necessarily fatal - if 
secondary complications are properly managed then life 
expectancy is not that different to that of the general population. 
The severity of secondary complications and the body region 
involved are what determine the quality of life one is going to 
have.

                 How is MS managed?

Active treatment of MS involves two clinical parts: suppressing the 
dysfunctional immune system and relieving or modifying the symptoms. 
There is no known cure and some people have such mild disease that 
treatment is not really necessary. Early diagnosis is the key to effective 
management of MS. There are people who have suffered for a very long  
time because an incorrect diagnosis was made and they were treated for  
the wrong condition. The best outcomes are obtained with a 
multidisciplinary team because the symptoms are varied and involve 
multiple organ systems. To suppress the immune system, steroids and 
other immune function modulators are given. In addition to this, patients 
are given symptom-specific medication. For example, one will be given 
antidepressants in the case of depression, or analgesics for pain. In 
severe cases patients can end up having surgery. For rehabilitation, 
physiotherapists and occupational therapists are involved.

       Patient Education

There are a number of resources available to learn more about MS or to 
give insights to sufferers, their family and caregivers. If you suspect you 
have MS, it is best to contact  your local health practitioner, who will then 
refer appropriately if need be. There are also multiple support groups 
that one can be referred to, including Multiple Sclerosis South Africa. 
Patients should be educated on the purpose of medications, doses and 
the management of adverse effects. Caregivers need education on 
appropriate management of problems related to pain, fatigue and 
spasticity, as well as on issues related to bowel, bladder and sexual 
function. 

  

Multiple Sclerosis (MS) is one of what we call autoimmune disorders. These disorders are due to a malfunction of the 
immune system, which leads to the body mistakenly attacking normal cells. It is however worth noting that the exact 
cause of MS is unknown and it is likely that a number of factors are responsible for it. The disease causes inflammation 
and damage of the cells lining the nerves in the brain and spinal cord. Once damaged, these cells are not able to 
transmit signals normally. 

Even though it can occur at any age amongst all races and sexes, MS is more common in women and is usually 
diagnosed between the ages of 15 – 45. The average age at diagnosis is 29 years in women and 31 years in men. If one 
of your parents or siblings has MS then you are at higher risk of developing it but it does not follow that you will always 
get it for certain.

2

3

1 4

5

March I 2019

Dr Thapelo Motshudi is a specialist Radiologist in private practice. He is 
a consultant for NMG in the areas of Employee Wellness, Occupational 
Health and any other medical related topics.


