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Living with MS - Sleep 

,PSRUWDQFH�RI�D�*RRG�1LJKW·V�6OHHS
Getting a good night’s sleep is essential to a person’s physical 
and mental health. While you are asleep, your body continues to 
be active – healing and repairing tissues, regulating the balance 
of  hormones, and maintaining physical, mental and emotional 
functioning. That is why people who are sleep-deprived have 
a higher risk of  conditions such as heart disease, high blood 
pressure and stroke. Poor sleep also affects mental functioning, 
such as a person’s mood, the ability to learn and remember,  
and the ability to concentrate, pay attention and make decisions. 
Being overtired makes you less alert and attentive – one of   
the reasons why most car accidents occur during the evening  
rush hour.

People with multiple sclerosis are especially prone to sleeping 
GLIÀFXOWLHV��0DQ\�²�LI �QRW�PRVW�²�H[SHULHQFH�D�VOHHS�SUREOHP�DW�
VRPH�SRLQW��ZLWK�VRPH�VWXGLHV�VXJJHVWLQJ�WKDW�VOHHS�GLIÀFXOWLHV�
DUH�WKUHH�IROG�PRUH�FRPPRQ�LQ�06�FRPSDUHG�WR�WKH�JHQHUDO�
population. The problem may be trouble falling asleep, or 
staying asleep, waking up in the middle of  the night, or feeling 
more tired in the morning than when you went to bed. 

,Q�PRVW�FDVHV��06�LVQ·W�WKH�GLUHFW�FDXVH�RI �VOHHS�SUREOHPV�� 
%XW�LW�LV�RIWHQ�DQ�LQGLUHFW�FDXVH��06�V\PSWRPV�FDQ�PDNH�
LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�IDOO�DVOHHS�RU�WR�JHW�D�IXOO�QLJKW·V�UHVW��06�FDQ�
contribute to other medical conditions that affect sleep.  
$QG�VRPH�RI �WKH�PHGLFDWLRQV�WDNHQ�E\�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�FDQ�
affect sleep quality.   
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%XW�ZKDWHYHU�WKH�QDWXUH�RI �WKH�SUREOHP��VOHHS�GLIÀFXOWLHV� 
can be successfully managed. In this booklet we’ll look at  
some of  the common causes of  sleep problems, discuss  
KRZ�WUHDWLQJ�06�V\PSWRPV�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�VOHHS��DQG�SURYLGH�
some practical tips to help you get to sleep at night and  
wake up feeling refreshed.

Sleep concerns have been reported to be three times  
more common in people with MS compared to  
the general population.

People  
with MS

Sleep 
concerns

General 
population
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,QVRPQLD�RU�)DWLJXH"
0DQ\�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�H[SHULHQFH�VRPH�SUREOHP�ZLWK�VOHHS��
but this may not be detected (by the person or their doctor) 
EHFDXVH�LW�UHVHPEOHV�06�IDWLJXH��$�PDMRULW\�RI �SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�
have fatigue – being tired, lacking physical or mental energy, 
and feeling weary and unmotivated. Insomnia can cause similar 
IHHOLQJV�RI �SK\VLFDO�RU�PHQWDO�H[KDXVWLRQ��$QG�LQ�IDFW��WKH�WZR�
RIWHQ�JR�WRJHWKHU��06�IDWLJXH�FDQ�ZRUVHQ�VOHHS��DQG�SRRU�
quality sleep can worsen fatigue.

$Q�LQWHUHVWLQJ�ÀQGLQJ�IURP�06�UHVHDUFK�LV�WKDW�SHRSOH�VXIIHULQJ�
from too little sleep typically don’t say they’re sleepy. They 
describe themselves as feeling tired, or low-energy, or fatigued. 
6R�SHUKDSV�LW�LVQ·W�VXUSULVLQJ�WKDW�SHRSOH�DUH�PRUH�OLNHO\�WR�
UHFHLYH�KHOS�WKDW�LV�GLUHFWHG�DW�WKHLU�06�IDWLJXH��UDWKHU�WKDQ�KHOS�
for their sleep problem. 

  
If  you tend to doze off  at the computer or while watching TV, 
the problem is more likely to be excessive sleepiness rather than 
MS fatigue.

If  you are energized in the morning but feel progressively less 
physical and/or mental energy during the course of  the day, 
the problem is more likely to be MS fatigue.
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$P�,�*HWWLQJ�(QRXJK�6OHHS"
$VN�\RXUVHOI« Recommendation

How long does it usually take 
for me to fall asleep?

Ideally it will take no more than 
15 minutes.

How many hours of sleep  
do I get? Try to get 8 hours per night.

How many times do I need to 
get up in the middle of the night 
or early in the morning?

,W·V�EHVW�LI�\RX�VOHHS�
XQLQWHUUXSWHG�DQG�GRQ·W�KDYH� 
to get up at night.

,Q�WKH�SDVW�IHZ�PRQWKV��KDYH�,�
KDG�WURXEOH�VWD\LQJ�DZDNH�ZKLOH�
GULYLQJ��HDWLQJ�D�PHDO�RU�DW�D�
social occasion?

Frequent episodes of sleepiness 
(more than once a week) are a 
VWURQJ�LQGLFDWRU�WKDW�\RX·UH�QRW�
getting enough sleep.

How do I rate the quality  
of my sleep?

Poor sleep quality may indicate 
D�SUREOHP�VXFK�DV�VOHHS�DSQHD��
Talk to your family doctor or 
RWKHU�KHDOWKFDUH�SURYLGHU�LI�\RX�
rate your sleep quality as fairly 
EDG�RU�YHU\�EDG��7KH�WZR�RI�
you can discuss the difficulties 
\RX·UH�KDYLQJ�

  
Energy drinks often contain a lot of  caffeine. Avoid drinking 
any beverages containing caffeine (coffee, tea, cola, etc.)  
in the 3-4 hours before bedtime.  
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&RPPRQ�6OHHS�3UREOHPV�LQ�3HRSOH�
ZLWK�06
0XOWLSOH�VFOHURVLV�FDQ�DIIHFW�\RXU�VOHHS�LQ�D�QXPEHU�RI �ZD\V��
The following is a list of  some of  the more typical problems.

06�IDWLJXH
)DWLJXH�LV�RQH�RI �WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�06�V\PSWRPV�DQG�PDQ\�
people feel so weary that they need to rest or have a nap 
during the day. Too much napping during the day may leave 
you less fatigued, but it will also make you less sleepy when it’s 
time to go to bed. If  you need to take a nap during the day, 
try to keep it brief  – no more than 30-60 minutes – and avoid 
napping in the evening. 

'HSUHVVLRQ�DQG�DQ[LHW\
0DQ\�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�KDYH�GHSUHVVHG�WKRXJKWV�RU�DUH�DQ[LRXV�
DERXW�WKHLU�KHDOWK�DQG�ZKDW�WKH�IXWXUH�ZLOO�EULQJ��0DQ\�RI � 
WKH�SK\VLFDO�DQG�PHQWDO�V\PSWRPV�RI �GHSUHVVLRQ�DQG�DQ[LHW\��
VXFK�DV�XQH[SODLQHG�DFKHV�DQG�SDLQV��DJLWDWLRQ�RU�UHVWOHVVQHVV��
IHHOLQJV�RI �JXLOW��DQG�H[FHVVLYH�ZRUU\LQJ�FDQ�LQWHUIHUH�ZLWK�
WKH�TXDOLW\�RI �\RXU�VOHHS��'HSUHVVHG�DQG�DQ[LRXV�IHHOLQJV�
RIWHQ�PDNH�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR�IDOO�DVOHHS�DW�QLJKW��RU�FDXVH�\RX�WR�
ZDNH�XS�HDUO\�LQ�WKH�PRUQLQJ��6\PSWRPV�RI �GHSUHVVLRQ�DQG�
DQ[LHW\�VKRXOG�EH�UHSRUWHG�WR�\RXU�IDPLO\�GRFWRU��+H�VKH�FDQ�
advise you on the many treatments that are available, such 
as counselling, psychological therapies, or medications for 
GHSUHVVLRQ�RU�DQ[LHW\���
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3DLQ
3HRSOH�ZLWK�06�RIWHQ�VXIIHU�IURP�SDLQ�V\QGURPHV��VXFK�DV�
migraine, nerve pain, or aches and stiffness in the muscles  
RU�MRLQWV��3DLQ�FDQ�PDNH�LW�KDUG�WR�ÀQG�D�FRPIRUWDEOH�
SRVLWLRQ�LQ�EHG��RU�WR�UHOD[�DQG�IDOO�DVOHHS��

%ODGGHU�V\PSWRPV
06�FDQ�DIIHFW�WKH�QHUYHV�DQG�PXVFOHV�WKDW�UHJXODWH�KRZ�
WKH�EODGGHU�VWRUHV�DQG�UHOHDVHV�XULQH��6R�FRPPRQ�EODGGHU�
V\PSWRPV�LQ�06�FDQ�LQFOXGH�GLIÀFXOW\�HPSW\LQJ�WKH�
bladder, frequent urination (including in the middle of  
the night), a sense of  urinary urgency, and episodes of  
incontinence. It’s hard to have a restful sleep if  you think 
you’re going to have to get up in the middle of  the night 
to go to the bathroom. It can help if  you avoid drinking 
DQ\WKLQJ�DIWHU�GLQQHU��WKHQ�WU\�WR�HPSW\�\RXU�EODGGHU�MXVW�
before bed. 

/LPE�GLVRUGHUV
6RPH�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�VXIIHU�IURP�D�OLPE�GLVRUGHU��VXFK�DV�
UHVWOHVV�OHJV�V\QGURPH��5/6��RU�D�SHULRGLF�OLPE�PRYHPHQW�
GLVRUGHU��3/0'���3HRSOH�ZLWK�5/6�RIWHQ�H[SHULHQFH�SDLQ�
and discomfort in their lower body and an irresistible urge 
WR�PRYH�WKHLU�OHJV��3/0'�LV�ZKHQ�\RX�KDYH�VXGGHQ�OHJ�
movements or spasms during sleep. 
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%UHDWKLQJ�GLVRUGHUV�
6OHHS�DSQHD�LV�D�FRPPRQ�EUHDWKLQJ�SUREOHP�LQ�ZKLFK�
breathing is interrupted or too shallow during sleep. This 
signals the brain to wake you up, which interrupts the normal 
sleep pattern. Even if  you’re not aware that your sleep has 
EHHQ�LQWHUUXSWHG��\RX·OO�IHHO�LW�WKH�QH[W�GD\�DV�VOHHSLQHVV��
moodiness, a lack of  alertness or feeling mentally fuzzy. You 
can also ask your partner – one sign of  sleep apnea is loud 
VQRULQJ��6RPH�VWXGLHV�KDYH�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�06�OHVLRQV�LQ�NH\�
areas of  the brain may predispose a person to sleep apnea. 
Other common risk factors are obesity, aging, heartburn and 
sinus problems. Alcohol and smoking can also worsen sleep 
DSQHD��,Q�FRQWUDVW��LW�KDV�EHHQ�VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�06�PHGLFDWLRQV�
PD\�PDNH�VOHHS�DSQHD�OHVV�VHYHUH�E\�UHGXFLQJ�LQÁDPPDWLRQ�LQ�
the brain. 

  
7U\�WR�DYRLG�GULQNLQJ�ÁXLGV�IRU�����KRXUV�EHIRUH�EHGWLPH�� 
Warm milk or herbal tea can help you fall asleep, but limit 
WKH�DPRXQW�RI �ÁXLG�\RX�GULQN��%H�VXUH�WR�HPSW\�\RXU�EODGGHU�
before going to bed. 
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���:D\V�WR�,PSURYH�<RXU�6OHHS�

1     0DNH�\RXU�EHGURRP�\RXU�VOHHS�VDQFWXDU\��(QVXUH�WKDW�
your bed, pillows and bedding are comfortable and 
inviting. A cooler temperature is better for sleep than an 
overheated room. Wear ear plugs if  you are disturbed by 
noise inside or outside of  your bedroom.

2       Do not use the bedroom for eating, watching TV, talking  
on the phone, working on the computer or playing on  
your tablet.

3       Keep to a regular schedule. Go to bed at the same  
time each night, and set your alarm for the same time  
each morning.

4       +DYH�GLQQHU�HDUO\�HQRXJK�WKDW�\RX�ZLOO�KDYH�D�IHZ�KRXUV� 
to digest before going to bed.

5       7U\�WR�H[HUFLVH�HYHU\�GD\��EXW�DYRLG�H[HUFLVLQJ�EHIRUH�
EHGWLPH��([HUFLVH�KDV�D�VWLPXODWLQJ�HIIHFW�DQG�PDNHV�
LW�KDUGHU�WR�IDOO�DVOHHS��6FKHGXOH�\RXU�H[HUFLVH�IRU�WKH�
morning, afternoon or early evening. 

<RXU�VFKHGXOH

<RXU�EHGURRP
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Light stretching, yoga, meditation or a warm bath before 
EHGWLPH�FDQ�KHOS�\RX�VOHHS��%XW�DYRLG�KRW�EDWKV�EHFDXVH� 
they can worsen your MS symptoms.

6         ,I �\RX�KDYH�06�IDWLJXH��DYRLG�ORQJ�QDSV�LQ�WKH�PLGGOH� 
of  the day. 

7       Avoid long periods of  inactivity (watching TV, sitting on 
the sofa) during the day. Keeping active will help burn off  
some of  your energy and make you sleepier at night. 

8        Avoid caffeinated beverages (coffee, tea, cola, energy 
GULQNV��LQ�WKH�HYHQLQJ��/LPLW�\RXU�ÁXLG�LQWDNH�DIWHU�
dinnertime.

9       Try turning off  your electronic devices one hour  
before bed.

10       If  you don’t fall asleep within 30 minutes of  going to bed, 
JHW�XS�DQG�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�UHOD[LQJ�RU�WLULQJ��VXFK�DV�UHDGLQJ��
After 20-30 minutes, try again to fall asleep.

<RXU�KDELWV
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0HGLFDWLRQV�7KDW�&DQ�$ӽHFW�6OHHS
0DQ\�SUHVFULSWLRQ�DQG�QRQ�SUHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQV�FDQ�DIIHFW�
your sleep. The following are a few common medications that 
can be associated with sleep problems. DO NOT stop taking 
any medication without consulting your doctor beforehand.

06�PHGLFDWLRQV
���,QWHUIHURQ�EHWD�PHGLFDWLRQV��H�J��$YRQH[��5HELI��%HWDVHURQ�
([WDYLD��FDQ�FDXVH�IDWLJXH��LQVRPQLD�DQG�SRRU�VOHHS�TXDOLW\��
7U\�WDNLQJ�\RXU�06�PHGLFDWLRQ�DW�D�GLIIHUHQW�WLPH�RI �GD\�
rather than before bedtime.  

•  Fampridine (Fampyra, Ampyra) is used to improve walking 
DELOLW\�LQ�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06��7KLV�PHGLFDWLRQ�KDV�DQ�DFWLYDWLQJ�
HIIHFW�DQG�PD\�FDXVH�DQ[LHW\��LQVRPQLD�DQG�RWKHU�VOHHS�
problems. Take the medication in the morning and avoid 
taking it in the evening. 

���6WLPXODQWV�VXFK�DV�PRGDÀQLO��3URYLJLO��$OHUWHF��DUH�XVHG� 
WR�WUHDW�06�IDWLJXH�E\�SURPRWLQJ�ZDNHIXOQHVV��$YRLG�WDNLQJ�
these medications in the evening or before bedtime.

3UHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQV
•  Antidepressants, such as selective serotonin reuptake 
LQKLELWRUV��H�J��3UR]DF��=RORIW��3D[LO���FDQ�ZRUVHQ�LQVRPQLD�� 
If  you are having sleep problems, DO NOT skip doses or 
stop taking the medication – these medications must be 
withdrawn slowly under the supervision of  a doctor. Talk to 
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your family doctor if  you think your medication is interfering 
with your sleep.

���6HGDWLYHV�K\SQRWLFV��´VOHHSLQJ�SLOOVµ��VKRXOG�JHQHUDOO\�EH�
avoided because of  their potential for abuse. Long-term use 
can worsen daytime fatigue and night-time insomnia.

1RQ�SUHVFULSWLRQ�PHGLFDWLRQV
•  Antihistamines (various brands) are used to treat allergies and 

stuffy nose, but are sometimes used as a sleep remedy because 
of  their sedating effect. These medications should generally be 
DYRLGHG�E\�SHRSOH�ZLWK�06�EHFDXVH�WKH\�FDQ�ZRUVHQ�GD\WLPH�
fatigue, worsen restless leg symptoms and insomnia, and 
contribute to cognitive impairment. 

  
Don’t drink alcohol to help you get to sleep. Alcohol disrupts 
the normal sleep patterns so you will feel less rested and 
refreshed the next morning.
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:KHQ�6KRXOG�<RX�&RQWDFW� 
D�+HDOWKFDUH�3URIHVVLRQDO"
6OHHS�GLIÀFXOWLHV�FDQ�KDYH�DQ�LPSDFW�RQ�\RXU�RYHUDOO�KHDOWK�
DQG�VHQVH�RI �ZHOO�EHLQJ��6RPH�VOHHS�SUREOHPV�QHHG�WR�EH�
investigated by a healthcare professional to determine if  they 
DUH�EHLQJ�FDXVHG�E\�06�V\PSWRPV��VXFK�DV�SDLQ��PXVFOH�
spasticity, etc.) or another medical condition (such as sleep 
apnea, depression, etc.). 

&RQWDFW�D�KHDOWKFDUH�SURIHVVLRQDO�LI�\RX�DUH�
H[SHULHQFLQJ�DQ\�RI�WKH�IROORZLQJ�
���,I �\RX�KDYH�06�V\PSWRPV�WKDW�DUH�PDNLQJ�LW�GLIÀFXOW�WR� 

fall asleep, are interrupting your sleep, or causing you to  
wake up early.

•  If  you need to urinate frequently during the day or in  
the middle of  the night.

���,I �WKHUH�KDV�EHHQ�D�UHFHQW�XQH[SODLQHG�FKDQJH�LQ�\RXU� 
sleep patterns.   

•  If  you are waking up in the morning feeling more tired  
than usual.

•  If  a lack of  sleep is interfering with your daily activities, 
such as driving a car, work or school tasks, planning and 
organizing, or remembering to do things. 



13

Living with MS - Sleep 

6OHHS�PD\�VHHP�OLNH�VRPHWKLQJ�HIIRUWOHVV��EXW�LW�LV� 
D�FRPSOH[�DFWLYLW\�WKDW�FDQ�EH�HDVLO\�GLVWXUEHG�E\� 
06�RU�RWKHU�LOOQHVVHV��GDLO\�VWUHVVHV��D�ODFN�RI �H[HUFLVH��
medications, and a host of  other factors.  

If  a poor night’s sleep turns into an ongoing problem, talk 
WR�\RXU�IDPLO\�GRFWRU�DERXW�\RXU�FRQFHUQV��+H�VKH�FDQ�
help you manage any symptoms that may be interfering 
with your sleep, and can help you develop strategies to 
improve the quality of  your sleep so you get the rest  
you need. 

Help!

8 7

4 5 6

123



14

Living with MS - Sleep

1RWHV



The MS Essentials series provides the latest information on 
multiple sclerosis medications, research, and lifestyle issues 
such as health, nutrition and exercise. All of  the booklets are 
developed by Lind Publishing, publishers of  MSology, to help 
people affected by MS remain active and informed. 

MS Essentials is provided free of  charge. The full series of  publi-
cations is available for download at www.MSology.com
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