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Introduction

This booklet explains how multiple sclerosis
may affect the urinary system and what can
be done to keep problems under control.
Urinary dysfunction, or bladder problems, are
common in MS, though not everyone with MS
will have them. For those who do, symptoms
vary from person to person. They must always
be handled on an individual basis—but they
can be handled, and they should be, for both
health and quality of life.

When problems with urination first occur,
they often feel overwhelming, especially if
a person loses bladder control. It’s common for
people to resort to self-help first—restricting
fluids and using absorbent pads—in order to
deal privately with an embarrassing or fright-
ening situation.

Self-help does play an important part in
effective management, but it cannot substitute
for medical help. Some self-help techniques
will actually make matters worse. Restricting
fluids, for example, increases the risk of infec-
tion and irritates the bladder.

Getting a proper diagnosis is an essential first
step. It is important to inform your physician
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needed to identify the medical measures that
are most effective. In short, it may take time
to achieve successful management.

A self-help partnership

The best self-help also involves a partnership
between the person and the health-care pro-
fessionals, and again, a trial-and-error period
may ensue before the most helpful techniques
are identified.

Drinking at least 6 to 8 glasses of fluid every
day is recommended for general health and
the health of the urinary system. This often
requires learning how to spread fluid intake
over the course of the day, and perhaps drink-
ing less at night if awakening to urinate is a
problem. Restricting fluids is not recommend-
ed for managing bladder problems!

Avoiding beverages containing caffeine is
a positive step. Caffeine can be a bladder irri-
tant, which worsens some symptoms. Taking a
cranberry tablet or drinking cranberry juice
daily is a positive step. Cranberry contains a
chemical that reduces the risk of infection by
preventing bacteria from sticking to the blad-
der wall. Talk with a nurse, physician, or reg-

or other health-care provider as soon as any
problems occur.

Understanding how the bladder works nor-
mally, what causes symptoms, the tests and
procedures used to make a diagnosis, and the
measures used to relieve symptoms and pre-
serve urinary tract function are all part of the
process of managing bladder problems.

Goals

The goals of bladder management are:

× To preserve normal urinary tract function
and prevent potentially dangerous compli-
cations.

× To relieve symptoms.

The focus of the health-care professional is on
preserving function, especially kidney func-
tion, as this is critical to life itself. The focus
of people living with MS is usually to relieve
the distressing symptoms. Both goals can be
attained through an active partnership
between the professional and the person with
MS. Since individuals respond differently to
interventions, a trial-and-error period may be
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Anatomy: a portrait of the system

The urinary system, illustrated in Figure 1,
removes waste products from the blood and
eliminates them, together with the body’s
excess fluid, as urine. Urine is continuously
formed in the kidneys, which lie on either side
of the spinal column. Urine flows from the kid-
neys to the bladder through two connecting
tubes called ureters. Finally the bladder
expels urine from the body through a tube
called the urethra.

The bladder,
illustrated in
Figure 2, is a
muscular
bag which
slowly
expands as
urine col-
lects, just as
a balloon
gradually
enlarges as
air enters it. The muscle part of the bladder is
called the detrusor muscle.

Where the bladder meets the urethra there is
a muscle called the external sphincter which

istered dietitian about other possible diet
changes and adaptations.

Avoiding exercise and social life because of
bladder problems is a negative step. Planning
can help. Learn where the bathrooms are at
your gym, house of worship, movie theater,
bowling alley, shopping mall.

For some, absorbent pads provide security,
which is
essential for
living a full
life. While
pads should
not be used
as the sole
solution to
bladder prob-
lems, they
can make a
positive con-
tribution to
daily living.
The ideal
outcome is to
eliminate
leaking or
loss of control
so pads are not needed.
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place simultane-
ously: the bladder
detrusor muscle
must contract to
expel urine at the
same time that the
sphincter muscle
relaxes and opens,
permitting a free
flow of urine out of
the body. This
process is illustrat-
ed in Figure 4.

In summary, nor-
mal urination is
under voluntary
control. When the
bladder has collect-

ed 1 to 2 cups of urine, the person will experi-
ence the urge. When the person decides the
time and place are right, the bladder contracts
to push out the urine, while the sphincter
opens to allow urine to exit.

MS can disrupt the system

MS plaques in the brain and spinal cord may
interrupt the transmission of signals to and

remains contracted and
closed between times of
urination. The bladder and
sphincter are normally
under voluntary control,
which means that a person
has conscious control over
when and where to urinate
(or void).

Voluntary control of urina-
tion is managed by the
brain. When the bladder is
full, it signals this to the
brain via impulses up the
spinal cord. Impulses
needed for normal urina-
tion are transmitted from the brain back to
the bladder (see Figure 3).

Normal voiding

Urine collects in the bladder until 1 or 2 cup-
fuls (250 to 500 milliliters) have accumulated.
The bladder gradually stretches as this takes
place. When the bladder nears capacity, the
person will experience an urge to urinate.

For urination to occur, two events must take
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Sources of additional information
and other services

1-800-FIGHT-MS (1-800-344-4867) can be
used to reach the National MS Society chapter
nearest you. Your chapter offers local refer-
rals, education programs, counseling, self-help
groups, and booklets and brochures on many
aspects of living with MS.

If you join the Society, you will receive our
national magazine, InsideMS, a bi-monthly
packed with news and features of interest to
anyone affected by MS, and MS Connection,
a newsletter from the Society office closest to
you, which covers nearby events and
resources.

For the best MS information online, consult
the National MS Society Web site. You can
find information on diagnosis, treatments,
medications, clinical trials, research news,
issues in coping and management, MS publi-
cations, news on advocacy, events and services
offered by your chapter, MS clinics, and how
you can join the Society. Log on to:
nationalmssociety.org.
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