
     YOGA AND MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS !!
 The purpose for this paper is to provide a brief summary of the information I have 
obtained in the past several months about the significant benefits that can accrue to sufferers 
of Multiple Sclerosis (MS) who practice yoga on a regular basis. !
 I began this project by contacting the National Capital Chapter of the National 
Multiple Sclerosis Society.  By way of background, I served on the Board of the National 
Capital Chapter and as Chair of the Board for two years during the 1990s when I was 
employed as a corporate executive and lobbyist.     !

The National MS Society and other organizations have been very active in the support 
of complementary and alternative treatments to this disease.  Yoga is regarded by the MS 
community as one of the treatment paths that can complement the more traditional 
medications available.  The Society partners with a number of studios across the nation to 
provide MS patients with access to yoga.       !
 Multiple Sclerosis is a chronic and often debilitating disease of the central nervous 
system that attacks the fatty white substance, called myelin, which surrounds and protects 
the nerve fibers of the brain, optic nerves and spinal cord.   !

The disease process causes inflammation that damages the myelin.  The damaged 
myelin may form scar tissue or sclerosis.  And when any part of the myelin sheath or nerve 
fiber is damaged or destroyed in this manner, nerve impulses traveling to and from the brain 
can be distorted or interrupted.     !

The immune system plays a major role in MS.  It is, therefore, regarded as an 
autoimmune disease and can be triggered by a variety of factors.  Among the leading factors 
are infection, the patient’s biological and emotional environment, and genetic predisposition 
to MS or related diseases.           !

MS is not generally regarded as a fatal disease and most individuals with MS have near-
normal life expectancies in today’s society.  But it is a very complicated and unpredictable 
disease.  It can be relatively benign or cause rapidly progressive disability.   Each person with 
MS has his or her own unique set of symptoms which makes successful treatment a challenge 
for the medical profession.   !

Much is known about the disease, but research and clinical trials are underway to 
discover new treatments which offer the hope of even better medications to alleviate 
symptoms.  Most of the roughly 400,000 Americans with MS are under some form of treatment 
regimen.  The MS community is very aggressive in securing additional federal and private 
funding for this important work.         !

The usual symptoms of Multiple Sclerosis include tingling, tremors, numbness, pain, 
vision impairment, slurred speech, muscle weakness or tightness, poor balance and 
coordination, fatigue, cognitive dysfunction and depression.  Other symptoms can include 
incontinence and sexual dysfunction.  Symptoms can come and go, appearing in different 
combinations for varying periods of time.  Some medications work in relieving the symptoms 
in some patients, but not in others.          !
 Within the past several decades, the fields of complementary and alternative medicine 
(CAM) have made great strides in providing relief to patients with chronic neurologic diseases, 
such as MS.  Once regarded as fringe medicine, yoga and meditation, as well as other mind-



body therapies, have become “mainstream” and are frequently used as treatment modalities 
throughout the world.    !

A number of interesting studies, incidentally, also have been conducted on the utility 
of massage therapy, acupuncture and a variety of vitamins and herbal supplements as 
treatments for neurological diseases.   !

All research leads to the conclusion that reducing stress is a key ingredient in a 
successful treatment program.   The view is that relaxation, however achieved, can favorably 
impact brain and immune function.              !
 I have had the opportunity to read a number of articles in a variety of medical 
publications about recent peer-reviewed research conducted to determine the benefits of 
yoga and meditation as treatment for MS symptoms.   The universal view of the medical and 
scientific community today is that CAM treatments – such as yoga – can and should be a part 
of any successful treatment protocol for MS sufferers.   
  
 Some of the recent published articles are based on research that show improvement in 
pain relief, reduced fatigue, improved mental functioning and a sense of well-being.  There 
also have been indications that anxiety and depression can be successfully addressed.   These 
are regarded as key components by the medical community in the health-related quality of 
life (HRQOL) of MS patients.  !
 I was particularly struck by an article studying cognition issues that suggested the 
Iyengar approach which utilizes props and works on alignment might be particularly good for 
developing a yoga regimen for MS sufferers.  But whichever approach or method is used, the 
yoga teacher must have sufficient background and knowledge about the disease to be able to 
help, rather than hurt or discourage, patients who are willing to attend class and practice.   !

I should note that the Multiple Sclerosis Society provides training to certified yoga 
teachers and scholarships to MS patients who might not otherwise be able to participate in a 
class.          !
 Researchers and medical professionals are universally in favor of physical activity for 
treatment of Multiple Sclerosis.  Yoga, in particular, has been cited in many studies as an 
activity that stretches muscles, strengthens muscles and promotes calm and fosters 
relaxation.     !

In earlier times, unfortunately, patients were urged to remain inactive which often 
resulted in more frequent and severe symptoms being expressed.  The MS patient and his or 
her support system of family and friends are far better equipped to deal with the impact and 
consequences of this disease because of the wide-ranging medical and psychological research 
that has been done in the past fifty years.           !
 Another series of studies have concluded that the opportunity for MS patients or others 
who suffer from similar diseases to study yoga in a safe environment in classes - taught by 
experienced teachers - can itself help to develop a community that builds a strong support 
system for sufferers.  So, the building of “community” by yoga studios is an important aspect 
of disease treatment.        !

Statistics, incidentally, seem to indicate that a majority of MS patients do participate 
in some form of exercise program which frequently is a weekly yoga and/or meditation class.   !



 The development of healthy lifestyles is also regarded as a benefit of yoga study for 
MS patients.  The focus on the healing path of yoga - building a better sense of grounding and 
awareness – are acknowledged to be very important in that regard.   !

It is well known that the practice of yoga can simultaneously affect the physical, 
psychological and spiritual aspects of a serious yoga student.  The same results have been 
observed with respect to those who suffer from neurological diseases, including MS.             !
 I want to mention that part of my personal research and learning also came from 
observing several of the Adaptive Yoga classes taught by Noralea at the Fairfax Studio.  She is 
a superb instructor who has a very strong following among those who suffer from a variety of 
maladies, including a few who have Multiple Sclerosis.  Noralea has provided me with both 
written and video material which clearly indicates that virtually any asana can be adapted for 
those who are physically challenged.   !

For the MS population, the use of props, particularly belts and straps, is very 
important.  But even more important may be a chair which can be used for reclining, seated 
and standing poses.   !

Noralea establishes a very quiet and calming atmosphere for the Adaptive Yoga classes 
with appropriate music and guided meditation or centering at the beginning and end of every 
session.  I am struck with her ability to offer just the right set of cues to help move Adaptive 
Yoga students in and out of poses, sprinkled with hands-on demonstration as needed.  Her 
students seem to truly enjoy the class and the opportunity to be with others who are in some 
way physically challenged.     

    
 Noralea’s class, by the way, is sanctioned by the National Multiple Sclerosis Society and 
appears on the Society’s list of classes available to MS suffers.  Several other area studios and 
community centers have similar relationships with the local MS Chapter.        !
 In sum, I have thoroughly enjoyed the time that I’ve spent studying about the benefits 
of yoga to those who suffer from MS and other neurological diseases.  It has made me realize 
that ANY BODY can “do yoga” in some fashion and benefit from a regular practice, regardless 
of physical limitations.  My knowledge about MS and potential treatment options, including 
yoga, has been greatly enhanced by this exercise.   !

As time permits in the future, I’d like to learn more about the impact of yoga on other 
diseases, such as Parkinson’s and Fibromyalgia, which often produce many of the same 
symptoms as MS and can be favorably impacted through the practice of yoga.     !
 At the appropriate time and with the appropriate teacher, it might be a good idea to 
consider offering an Adaptive Yoga class at the Arlington studio.  I have talked on several 
occasions to Kelly Schrader who is the individual in the office of the National Capital Chapter 
responsible for helping to establish and maintain programs of this nature in area yoga studios.  
She is very interested in discussing the matter further if there is any interest.  Kelly, by the 
way, is a fellow Sun and Moon student.   !
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