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The introduction to this topic includes the symptoms, diagnosis and management of Amyotrophic 
Lateral Sclerosis (ALS), Multiple Sclerosis (MS), and Parkinson’s Disease. 

 

Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) 

Amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (ALS) or Lou Gehrig's disease is a debilitating disease in which motor 
neurons in the brain and spinal cord slowly die. Motor neurons control the muscles that allow 
movement making it more and more difficult to walk, speak, eat, swallow and breathe. (1) Eighty per 
cent of people with ALS die within 2-5 years of diagnosis and some people die within a few months. 
10% of those affected may live 10 years or longer. 
 

Symptoms (1) 

 The first signs are weakness in one leg, one hand, the face, or the tongue which slowly spreads 
to both arms and both legs.  

 ALS does not cause numbness, tingling, or loss of feeling. 

 Over time, ALS also causes: 
o muscle twitching, 
o trouble using your hands and fingers to perform tasks, 
o problems with speaking, swallowing, eating, walking and breathing as well as 
o problems with memory, thinking, and changes in personality, though these are not 

common. 

 Respiratory problems, problems with swallowing and eating enough food are the most common 
serious complication of ALS.  

 Pneumonia, pulmonary embolism, lung failure and heart failure are the most common causes of 
death. 
 

Diagnosis (1) 

Tests to confirm ALS or look for other causes of an individual’s symptoms include: 
 Electromyogram (EMG), which helps measure how well nerves and muscles work. 
 Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI), which can show problems or injury in the brain. 
 Nerve conduction studies to test nerve function. 

 

Management (1) 

 Consult dietitians, physiotherapy, occupational therapy and speech therapy for supportive care. 
 Suggest supportive devices and equipment such as a feeding tube or oxygen and assistive 

breathing devices to manage dyspnea. 
 Medications to help manage disease. (3) 
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Multiple Sclerosis (MS) 

Multiple Sclerosis (MS) is a chronic, unpredictable, progressive and disabling autoimmune disease 
with significant neurodegenerative and inflammatory components. To effectively treat and care for 
older persons with MS, it is essential to examine the factors associated with a decrease in their 
quality of life. (4) MS can be very difficult to diagnose and it often takes a long time to get a definite 
diagnosis. Disability progresses more rapidly in older adults than in younger people with MS. (5) 

 

Symptoms (6) 

 Numbness or weakness in one or more limbs that typically occurs on one side of the individual’s 
body at a time or the legs and trunk. 

 Electric-shock sensations that occur with certain neck movements, especially bending the neck 
forward (Lhermitte’s sign). 

 A tremor, lack of coordination or unsteady gait. 
 Partial or complete loss of vision, usually in one eye at a time, often with pain during eye 

movement. 
 Prolonged double vision or blurry vision. 
 Slurred speech, fatigue, dizziness or tingling. 
 Problems with sexual, bladder and bowel function. 

 

Diagnosis (5) 

 Individual with late onset MS were diagnosed on average 1.8 years sooner when there was no 
need to consider other diagnoses. 

 For those cases where other possible diagnoses were considered, it took an average of 3.2 
years to come to the definite diagnosis of MS. 

 The average time from first symptoms to diagnosis was 2.7 years. 

 Rule out other potential diagnosis:  
o Neuromyelitis optica (NMO) 
o Transverse myelitis (TM) and acute disseminated encephalomyelitis (ADEM) 
o Lyme disease 
o Chronic fatigue syndrome 
o Lupus 

 Older adults reached disability milestones more quickly. 

 Tests (7):  
o Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI): images to show lesions and loss of brain volume. 
o Spinal Tap: A lumbar puncture to remove a sample of cerebrospinal fluid (CSF) to 

determine presence of oligoclonal bands.  
o Evoked Potentials: a test that measures the speed of nerve impulse conduction in the 

pathways of the central nervous system. 
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Parkinson’s Disease 

Parkinson’s Disease is a progressive neurodegenerative disease. Movement is normally controlled 
by dopamine, a chemical that carries signals between the nerves in the brain. (8) When cells that 
normally produce dopamine die, the symptoms of Parkinson’s appear. 
 

Symptoms (8) 

 Tremors 

 Slowness and stiffness 

 Impaired balance 

 Rigidity of the muscles 

 Fatigue 

 Soft speech 

 Problems with handwriting 

 Stooped posture 

 Constipation 

 Sleep disturbances 
 

Diagnosis (8) 

 Conduct a review of their medical history. 

 Undertake a neurological examination to conform presence of two or more symptoms. 

 Conduct blood tests, imaging tests (MRI, CT), ultrasound of the brain and PET scans to rule out 
other conditions that may be causing your symptoms. 

 Refer to neurology if necessary. 
 

Management (8) 

 Lifestyle changes such as ongoing aerobic and stretching exercise. 

 Physical therapy may help improve balance. 

 Speech-language pathologist may help improve speech problems. 

 Medications, including Levodopa, Lodosyn, Dopamine agonists, selegiline, rasagiline,  
safinamide,  cogentin and  amantadine. 

 Surgical procedures such as deep brain stimulation are a treatment available to those who do 
not respond well to mediations. 
 

Review the Parkinson’s clinical quick reference guide. (9) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB01235
https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB00190
https://www.drugbank.ca/unearth/q?utf8=%E2%9C%93&searcher=drugs&query=Dopamine+agonists
https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB01037
https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB01367
https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB06654
https://www.drugbank.ca/unearth/q?utf8=%E2%9C%93&searcher=drugs&query=Cogentin%29
https://www.drugbank.ca/drugs/DB00915
http://www.parkinsonclinicalguidelines.ca/sites/default/files/PD_QuickReferenceGuide_en.pdf


 

Introduction: Neurodegenerative 
Disease 
Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis, Multiple Sclerosis, Parkinson’s 

 

Last Updated: April 3, 2020 

 4 of 4 Pages 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
References 

1. HealthLinkBC. (2018). Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS). Retrieved March 18, 2020, from 
https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/hw179630  

2. ALS Canada. (2018). What is ALS? Retrieved April 3, 2020, from https://www.als.ca/about-als/what-is-
als/  

3. Drugbank. (n.d.). Search Results – Drug Bank. Retrieved March 18, 2020, from 
https://www.drugbank.ca/unearth/q?utf8=%E2%9C%93&searcher=drugs&query=ALS  

4. Buhse, M., (2015). The Elderly Person With Multiple Sclerosis: Clinical Implications for the Increasing 
Life-Span. Retrieved March 31, 2020, from  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26528951 

5. Multiple Sclerosis Trust. (2013). Can MS begin in the over fifties? Retrieved March 31, 2020, from 
https://www.mstrust.org.uk/research/research-updates/update131014-can-ms-begin-over-fifties  

6. Multiple Sclerosis Society. (N.D.). Diagnosis. Retrieved March 31, 2020, from  
https://mssociety.ca/about-ms/diagnosing-ms 

7. Mayo Clinic. (N.D.). Multiple Sclerosis. Retrieved March 31,2020, from 
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/multiple-sclerosis/symptoms-causes/syc-20350269 

8. Parkinson’s Canada. (N.D.). About Parkinson's. Retrieved March 31, 2020, from 
https://www.parkinson.ca/about-parkinsons/ 

9. Parkinson’s Society Canada. (2012). Canadian Guidelines on Parkinson’s Disease. 
http://www.parkinsonclinicalguidelines.ca/sites/default/files/PD_Guidelines_Introduction_En.pps  

https://www.healthlinkbc.ca/health-topics/hw179630
https://www.als.ca/about-als/what-is-als/
https://www.als.ca/about-als/what-is-als/
https://www.drugbank.ca/unearth/q?utf8=%E2%9C%93&searcher=drugs&query=ALS
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26528951
https://www.mstrust.org.uk/research/research-updates/update131014-can-ms-begin-over-fifties
https://mssociety.ca/about-ms/diagnosing-ms
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/multiple-sclerosis/symptoms-causes/syc-20350269
https://www.parkinson.ca/about-parkinsons/
http://www.parkinsonclinicalguidelines.ca/sites/default/files/PD_Guidelines_Introduction_En.pps

