
 

National MS Society  
Information Sourcebook 
www.nationalmssociety.org/sourcebook 

 
Diagnosis of Demyelinating Diseases 
 
There are a number of conditions that are classified as demyelinating diseases. In 
these conditions the myelin sheath (the fatty insulation covering the nerve fibers) 
becomes damaged or destroyed. Once damaged, the nerves are unable to properly 
perform their function of conducting electrical impulses. 
 
Demyelination in the Central Nervous System 
MS is the most common demyelinating disease. It affects only the myelin of the 
central nervous system—the brain, optic nerves, and spinal cord. Some other 
causes of central nervous system demyelination are viral infections, side effects 
from high exposure to certain toxic materials, severe vitamin B12 deficiency, 
autoimmune conditions that lead to inflammation of blood vessels (the “collagen-
vascular diseases”), and some rare hereditary disorders. 
 
Demyelination Can Occur In Peripheral Nervous System 

The peripheral nervous system is composed of the nerves outside the brain and 
spinal cord. Demyelination of the peripheral nervous system can be found in 
diseases such as Guillain-Barré Syndrome. After some injuries, the myelin sheath in 
the peripheral nervous system regenerates, bringing recovery of function. 

 
Not All Demyelinating Conditions Are Progressive 
Some demyelinating conditions are self-limiting, while others may be progressive. 
Careful (and sometimes repetitive) examinations may be needed to establish an 
exact diagnosis among the possible causes of neurologic symptoms. 
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The National Multiple Sclerosis Society is proud to be a source of information about multiple 
sclerosis. Our comments are based on professional advice, published experience, and expert 
opinion, but do not represent individual therapeutic recommendations or prescription. For specific 
information and advice, consult your personal physician.  
 
To contact your chapter, call 1-800-FIGHT-MS (1-800-344-4867) or visit the National MS Society 
web site: www.nationalmssociety.org. 
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