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Multiple Sclerosis (MS) and Children 
 

Dr Alexander Burnfield 

 

MS happens most often in adults, but doctors are diagnosing more children and teenagers with the 

condition, Diagnosing MS n children is more challenging than in adults due to the frequency of other 

child disorders with similar symptoms and characteristics. Pediatricians may not be familiar with 

MS because they are not expecting to see it in children. 

 

Dr "Sandy" Burnfield works as a freelance consultant in Child, Adolescent and Family Psychiatry. 

His professional interests include consultation and support to health, education and social care 

professionals and a systematic approach to assessment and therapeutic interventions. He is 

Director of Professional Services at the Corn Loft Studio & Consultancy (Therapeutic Arts) where 

he supervises work with children or adults who have physical or psychological special needs.  
 

What are the major issues for a child of any age when a parent has MS? 
 

Well, MS is a disease which belongs not only to the person that has it physically but to the whole 

family. Everyone in the family will have some adverse effect. This could be, in the case of children 

that the parent can no longer be a parent in the normal sense of the word or it could be that in 

some way they have to do more in the family than they did before. Another problem could be that 

they’re embarrassed by their parent in front of their friends or even that it could be a secret 

that the parents have, from which the child is excluded. There’s a whole variety of things that can 

impact on a child in a family where there’s MS. 
             

Can children gain a good understanding of MS and what its implications are? 
 

Yes, children often pick up problems in one of the parents long before the parents expect it. 

Children are often wondering what’s happening, thinking "there’s something wrong with my father 

or my mother…", "there’s something that I don’t understand." They can be very frightened. They 

can often jump to conclusions that maybe one of their parents is very, very ill or about to die or 

that there’s something wrong with their parents' marriage. It’s important that children are 

encouraged to express their understanding, their emotions, their feelings and beliefs at an early 

age. It’s not just about waiting for them to ask questions but it’s important to set up an 

opportunity so that children can talk and feel reassured and involved in the decision making 

process that the family has.  
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So, yes children can be shown what MS is about by looking at, for instance, illustrations in special 

books and booklets that have been provided for children by various MS societies. They can be 

given diagrams. They can be told stories. They can be put in touch with other children who have 

similar problems or who have parents with MS. They can have support groups for themselves.  
 

Older teenagers who are perhaps doing an awful lot around the house, and perhaps doing a job 

which one of the parents would have done, often feel much stressed. They benefit from support 

groups especially for teenage carers a 

 disability or illness in one member then the need for time together is increased but also the need 

for time apart is increased. People need breaks from each other. That can be the person with MS 

needing a break from the children just as much as the children or partner needing a break from 

the person with MS. 
 

It is important for what’s called respite to take place, for people to be given holidays away from 

each other sometimes. The alternative is holidays together where there is special provision for the 

children and the person with MS. They can all do things themselves and have a good time without 

having to worry about the person with MS because somebody else is doing that worrying. It is 

important to have short breaks, parents to have time away together with somebody else looking 

after the children, just as it is for ordinary couples. It is also important for children to have time 

away from the parents and from the partner without MS to know that the MS isn’t getting in the 

way of their children’s development, happiness and maturation. 
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TO SHARE YOUR TIPS AND TRICKS YOU HAVE LEARNT IN MANAGING THE  

SYMPTOMS OF MULTIPLE SCLEROSIS WITH US AND OTHER PEOPLE LIVING WITH MS. 

 
PLEASE CONTACT US ON INFO@MUTLIPLESCLEROSIS.ORG.ZA 

 
  

This information is not designed to replace a physician’s independent judgment about the appropriateness or risks of a procedure for a 
given patient. Always consult your doctor about your medical conditions. MSSA INLAND does not provide medical advice, diagnosis or 

treatment 

 
Donate passive income. Apply for your myschool card (beneficiary MSSA Inland) 

https://www.myschool.co.za/supporter/apply 

 

You can also easily donate through GIVENGAIN: https://www.givengain.com/cc/mssa/ 

 

or MSSA Inland – Standard bank - Melville 006105 - Current a/c 401 024 342 
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