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Multiple Sclerosis 

Condition: Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a brain and nerve disease where the immune system attacks the 
fatty material that wraps around nerves. 

Background: About 400,000 Americans and 2.5 million people worldwide have MS. It usually gets 
worse over time and there is no cure, but there are treatments that can slow the disease. 

Risk Factors: The cause of MS is not known. MS is more common in women than men and in white 
people compared to other races. It is also more common where the weather is cold and humid such as 
in northern states and Canada. MS usually affects young adults but it may also be seen in children. 

History and Symptoms: MS varies from person to person. At first, people with MS often have tingling 
or numbness, weak or stiff muscles, trouble walking, or vision or speech problems. Fatigue, trouble 
thinking, and bladder and bowel problems are common. There are different types of MS. The most 
common is called RRMS (relapsing-remitting) where symptoms may disappear and then come back 
again. Later on, many people shift to a type called SPMS where symptoms keep getting worse. The 
most severe types affect about 15% of people with MS.   

Physical Exam: The doctor will check vision, thinking, reflexes, and whether you can feel different 
sensations. 

Diagnostic Process: A spinal tap and an MRI of the brain and spinal cord will probably be done to look 
for signs of MS. 

Rehab Management: Steroids may be given for a short time when symptoms are very bad. For long-
term treatment, several drugs slow the disease. They are used along with other therapies to help 
relieve symptoms. 

Physical Medicine and Rehabilitation (PM&R) physicians, also known as physiatrists, treat a wide array 

of medical conditions affecting the brain, spinal cord, nerves, bones, joints, ligaments, muscles, and 

tendons.  They manage pain, spasticity and have expertise to recognize and treat many different 

aspects of Multiple sclerosis.  

When you are diagnosed with a condition such as MS, you will be seeing your Neurologist, your 

primary Care Doctor, a Urologist, a Pulmonologist and several other doctors. They all focus primarily on 

one particular aspect of your care and so there is not always a lot of crossover between specialties. On 

the other hand, PM&R physicians intersect between all specialists related to your condition and know 

how to improve your health by focusing on your functional ability with MS. They can assist you and 

provide interventions to restore or maintain function at every stage of MS.  They can manage and also 

make recommendations for pain, spasticity exercise and refer you to physical and Occupational 

therapists if needed to improve your function.  They are also very helpful in educating you and your 
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family regarding your condition. It may be frustrating and if you feel your care is vary 

compartmentalized; PM&R physicians can help you by coordinating your care. 

Other Resources for Patients and Families:  Family support is very important to help patients cope 
with the condition and stick to their treatment plan.

Frequently Asked Questions 

What is PM&R? 
Physical medicine and rehabilitation (PM&R), also known as physiatry, is a primary medical specialty 
that aims to enhance and restore functional ability and improve quality of life to those with injuries, 
physical impairments or disabilities affecting the brain, spinal cord, nerves, bones, joints, ligaments, 
muscles and tendons. PM&R physicians, known as physiatrists, evaluate and treat the whole body, 
maximize patients’ independence in their daily life and are experts in designing comprehensive, patient-
centered treatment plans to empower patients to achieve their goals. By taking the whole body into 
account, they can accurately pin-point problems, decrease pain, assist in recovery from devastating 
injuries and maximize overall outcomes and performance with non-surgical and peri-surgical options. 
To learn more, visit www.aapmr.org/aboutpmr. 

What makes PM&R physicians unique? 
PM&R physicians’ training focuses not just on treating medical conditions, but on enhancing the 
patient’s performance and quality of life in the context of those medical conditions. They focus not only 
on one part of the body, but instead on the development of a comprehensive program for putting the 
pieces of a person's life back together – medically, socially, emotionally and vocationally – after injury 
or disease. PM&R physicians make and manage medical diagnoses, design a treatment plan and 
prescribe the therapies that physical therapists or other allied therapists perform or that are carried out 
by the patients themselves. By providing an appropriate treatment plan, PM&R physicians help patients 
stay as active as possible at any age. Their broad medical expertise allows them to treat disabling 
conditions throughout a person’s lifetime. 

Why see a PM&R physician? 
A PM&R physician will thoroughly assess your condition, needs, and expectations and rule out any 
serious medical illnesses to develop a treatment plan. By understanding your condition and goals, you 
and your PM&R physician can develop a treatment plan suited to your unique needs. 

How do I find a PM&R physician near me? 
Visit www.aapmr.org/findapmrphysician or contact your primary care physician for a referral. 
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