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Small Study Highlights Potential Benefits Of Exercise For Improving Cognition In 
People With MS   
 
A small study involving 24 people with multiple sclerosis found that 20 minutes of treadmill 
walking, stationary cycling, and guided yoga significantly improved reaction times but not 
accuracy over pre-exercise levels in individuals, compared to quiet rest periods. The researchers 
also found that treadmill walking provided additional benefits in relation to cognitive 
performance. This research provides new preliminary evidence of the potential benefits of 
exercise for people with MS, as well as information needed to design larger, longer studies to 
determine the optimal exercise regimens to enhance cognition in people with MS. Drs. Brian 
Sandroff, Robert Motl and collaborators (University of Illinois, Urbana-Champaign; State 
University of New York at Buffalo) report their findings online on February 6, 2015 in the 
Journal of Clinical and Experimental Neuropsychology. 
 
Background: People with MS may experience problems with speed of information processing 
and memory, and right now effective therapies to improve cognitive function are still 
experimental. Exercise training has been shown to improve cognitive function in older normal 
adults and in those with early Alzheimer’s disease. Early findings have suggested this is true for 
people with MS, but this has not been fully verified. 
 
The collaborating team that launched this study aimed to gather information about the 
comparative impacts of several types of aerobic and non-aerobic exercise on speed of 
information processing and accuracy and other aspects of cognition, and to help pinpoint 
study methods and the type and intensity of exercise to test in a larger clinical trial that could 
provide more definitive answers for people with MS.  
 
The Study and Results: Although the study was open to people with all forms of MS, after 
recruitment the study group consisted of 24 people who all had relapsing-remitting MS with 
low levels of disability and minimal or no signs of cognitive impairment. Individuals underwent 
repeated cognitive testing before participating in rounds of alternating types of exercise (20 

RESEARCH/CLINICAL UPDATE 

 
The National MS Society is proud to be a source of information about MS. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience and expert opinion, but 
do not represent individual therapeutic recommendation or prescription. For specific information and advice, consult your personal physician. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13803395.2014.1001723


minutes of treadmill walking, stationary cycling, and guided yoga) or quiet rest. They were 
tested for speed and accuracy on a computerized task along with other aspects of cognition 
before and after exercising.  The computerized task involved on-screen distractions that could 
adversely affect speed and accuracy.    
 
Data were analyzed after all participants had been tested after participating in each type of 
exercise or quiet rest. Overall, compared to quiet rest periods, all three exercise types 
significantly improved reaction times but not accuracy over pre-exercise levels. The researchers 
also found that treadmill walking provided additional benefits in relation to cognitive 
performance. 
 
Comment: Although this study was small, it provides new preliminary evidence of the potential 
benefits of exercise for people with MS, as well as information needed to design larger, longer 
studies to determine the optimal exercise regimens to enhance cognition in people with MS 
and more significant cognitive impairment. Members of this collaborative team are now 
involved in a National MS Society-supported, larger-scale clinical trial at the University of 
Washington, testing whether aerobic exercise or stretching and toning can improve thinking 
speed in people with MS who have experienced subtle cognitive changes. This trial is currently 
recruiting participants (read more). 
 
Read more about exercise and MS 
Read more about cognitive changes in MS 
Download a brochure about managing cognitive challenges  
 

 
The National MS Society is proud to be a source of information about MS. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience and expert opinion, but 
do not represent individual therapeutic recommendation or prescription. For specific information and advice, consult your personal physician. 

https://www.clinicaltrials.gov/ct2/show/NCT02106052
http://www.nationalmssociety.org/Living-Well-With-MS/Health-Wellness/Exercise
http://www.nationalmssociety.org/Symptoms-Diagnosis/MS-Symptoms/Cognitive-Changes
http://www.nationalmssociety.org/NationalMSSociety/media/MSNationalFiles/Brochures/Brochure-Solving-Cognitive-Problems.pdf

