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Fatigue is a common and frustrating symptom of multiple sclerosis (MS). It is not a highly 

visible symptom and its potential impact on people living w ith MS can be difficult for others to 

understand. This information sheet provides an overview  of fatigue in MS and some practical 

strategies for its management.  ����

 

How  is fatigue in MS different to other types of fatigue?  

Ordinary fatigue is described as a sensation of 

m uscular tiredness and w eakness. It is the tired 

feeling everyone experiences after an excessively 

busy day or a lack of sleep. It is the type of fatigue 

that is usually m anaged by rest and a good night’s 

sleep. O rdinary fatigue is quite different to the 

fatigue experienced in M S . 

Fatigue associated w ith MS is described as an 

overw helm ing sense of tiredness that can occur at 

any tim e of the day w ithout w arning. M S-fatigue 

usually occurs m ore rapidly, lasts longer and takes 

m ore tim e to recover from  than ordinary fatigue. 

M S-fatigue can occur for no apparent reason or 

after relatively m ild exertion, such as a short period 

of w alking, w riting or reading, w ith an im m ediate 

need to rest.  

As w ith other sym ptom s of M S , the effects of 

fatigue vary from  person to person. M S-fatigue 

can be tem porary, such as during a relapse, an 

infection or unrelated illness, or w hen initially taking 

som e M S  m edications. M S-fatigue can also be 

ongoing (being frequently present) even after rest. 

The fatigue a person w ith M S  experiences is not 

alw ays in proportion to the activity undertaken or 

the person’s level of ability.  

W hen a person w ith M S  becom es fatigued, other 

sym ptom s can tem porarily w orsen, such as 

m uscle w eakness, visual disturbances, and 

difficulties w ith concentrating or m aking decisions. 

Equally, M S-fatigue can result from  other M S  

sym ptom s such as m obility (w alking) problem s, 

pain, m uscle w eakness or depression.   

How  can I manage the effects of fatigue? 

M anaging fatigue begins w ith acknow ledging that 

it is typically a part of having M S , listening to your 

body, and learning to recognise the early signs of 

fatigue and how  it affects you. Taking a proactive 

approach to m aintaining a healthy lifestyle and 

balancing your tim e, energy and stress can all help 

tow ards regaining a sense of control.   

B ecause of the com plexity of M S-fatigue, the first 

step in effective m anagem ent is to identify any 

secondary factors contributing to your fatigue, 

w hich m ay include coexisting m edical conditions, 

inadequate diet, poor fitness, disrupted sleep, 

m edication side effects, stress, depression, 

horm onal changes or heat sensitivity.   

A  num ber of strategies can then becom e useful:  

� K eep a healthy, w ell-balanced diet. 
Inadequate carbohydrate intake, fad diets or 

skipping m eals can result in feelings of fatigue 

and lethargy. H ealthy food is the fuel for your 

body that provides you w ith energy. S im ilarly, 

ensure you stay hydrated throughout the day 

as dehydration can lead to fatigue. 

� Stay as active as you can. Low  levels of 

physical activity can result in overall decreased 

fitness. Talk to your doctor, a physiotherapist or 

trained fitness instructor about exercises to 

increase your stam ina and strength and that 

are suited to your ability. 
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� Assess your sleep patterns and identify any 

unhealthy habits that can be m odified. Speak to 
your doctor if sleep problem s persist. 

� Educate your family and friends about M S-

fatigue and its hidden im pact. D on’t be afraid to 

share the load and ask for help w hen needed. 

� Seek guidance from your healthcare team 

about practical strategies for m anaging other M S  

sym ptom s that m ay be contributing to your 

fatigue. Speak to your doctor if you are 

experiencing depression, w hich can reduce your 

m otivation and exaggerate feelings of fatigue. 

� Balance activity w ith rest to restore your body 

and m ind and to regain energy. R esting your 

body and m ind can be best achieved through 

m editation or other relaxation techniques such as 

deep breathing or listening to relaxing m usic. It is 

im portant to take proactive rest breaks, that is, to 

rest before you becom e tired. Schedule in short 

and frequent rest breaks across the day so that 
you can w ork m ore efficiently and effectively.  

� Plan for home, w ork and social activities. 
D raw  up a daily or w eekly schedule and vary 

heavy w ith lighter tasks across the day and w eek. 

� Be sure not to abandon pleasurable activities, 
w hich can be a great source of energy and joy. 

� Establish your priorities. W hen planning your 

day and w eek, first focus on those activities that 

m ust be done and leave the not so im portant 

tasks to tim es w hen you are feeling less fatigued. 

If your fatigue is greater in the afternoon, try 

com pleting jobs that require higher levels of 
concentration or physical effort in the m orning.  

� Find w ays to conserve your energy. Is there 
an easier w ay to do som ething? C an the job be 

broken dow n into sm aller tasks? C an you sit 

dow n rather than standing up to do an activity? 

Take a look at your w orking or hom e 

environm ent --- can it be m odified? H ow  and 

w here item s are stored, the height of w orking 

areas, and the types of furnishing and lighting 

can all influence the am ount of energy required to 
com plete an activity.   

� Manage heat sensitivity. Even the sm allest 

increase in tem perature can increase a person’s 

fatigue. S im ilar to M S-fatigue and the need to 

rest and recover, the body needs to cool dow n if 
affected by heat and hum idity.   

� Take time to experiment w ith ideas to find 
routines and solutions that w ork best for you. 

 

Where can I find more information about managing MS-fatigue?  

� Y our neurologist or general practitioner (GP) can provide inform ation on the m edical m anagem ent of 

fatigue and any m edication side effects w hich m ay be increasing your fatigue.  

� MS C onnect (1800 042 138) is our telephone inform ation and support line. O ur team  can help answ er your 

questions about M S-fatigue and refer you to health professionals, such as an occupational therapist, in your 

local com m unity or at M S Australia --- AC T/N SW /Vic for advice on how  to develop a fatigue action plan.  

� C ome along to one of our education sessions on M S-fatigue m anagem ent. These are held 

periodically throughout the year. D etails can be found on our w ebsite: w w w .m saustralia.org.au/actnsw vic 

 

For information about MS and MS Australia – AC T/NSW/VIC  services: 

MS C onnect™: 1800 042 138 

Em ail: m sconnect@ m saustralia.org.au 

Web: w w w .msaustralia.org.au/actnsw vic 
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D isclaimer:    Information contained in this fact sheet, prepared by Multiple Sclerosis Limited, is intended to provide 
useful and accurate information of a general nature for the reader but is not intended to be a substitute for legal or 
medical advice. Multiple Sclerosis Limited is not recommending medical or legal advice and readers must seek their 
ow n medical or legal advice as may be appropriate.  P rinting and photocopying this publication in its original form is 
permitted for educational purposes only. R eproduction in any other form w ithout w ritten permission is prohibited.    
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