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Session 1: Biomedical
research in MS (talk 1) 

Professor Denise Fitzgerald & Dr Michelle Naughton, 
Queens University Belfast
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Biomedical research in MS
Session 1: Biomedical

research in MS (talk 2) 

Dr Eric J. Downer, Trinity College Dublin
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Session 1: Biomedical
research in MS (talk 3) 

Dr María Muñoz-San Martín, Royal College of Surgeons
Ireland
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Session 1: Biomedical
research in MS (talk 4) 

Dr Lajos Csincsik, Queens university belfast
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Dr Fiadhnait O’Keffee, University college cork

 

Session 2: Psychosocial
research in MS (TAlk 1)
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Session 2: Psychosocial
research in MS (TAlk 2)

Dr Sinéad Hynes, university of galway
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Session 2: Psychosocial
research in MS (TAlk 3)

Dr rebecca maguire, maynooth university
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Session 2: Psychosocial
research in MS (TAlk 4)

Dr Guido Giunti, trinity college dublin
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Session 3: Panel discussion

Dr Ciara o’meara, dr sinéad hynes, joan alaboson, declan
groeger, sorcha boyle, alison cotter (chair)
 

In this panel, researchers and experienced public and patient
involvement (PPI) contributors will discuss the discuss
challenges and opportunties for PPI in MS research.
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Session 4: Research at MS
ireland (talk 1)

Professor susan coote, ms ireland
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Session 4: Research at MS
ireland (talk 2)

Dr austin fahy
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Austin Fahy (1, 2), Susan Coote (3,4), Rebecca Maguire (1)

1.  Maynooth University
2. RCSI SIM Centre for Simulation Education and Research
3. Multiple Sclerosis Society of Ireland
4. University of Limerick
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dr Laura Davenport
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A qualitative study on the experiences of autologous
haematopoietic stem cell transplant for Multiple
Sclerosis
Aim: Autologous haematopoietic stem cell transplant (HSCT) is an effective treatment
for people with highly-active relapsing multiple sclerosis (MS), who are not adequately
responding to disease-modifying therapies. To date, research has predominantly
focused on disease-specific outcome measures. There is a lack of research exploring
patient experiences of this complex treatment. The study aims to explore the
experience of considering and receiving HSCT treatment for MS. Methods: Semi-
structured interviews were conducted online with 12 adults with MS who had
undergone HSCT treatment. Interview topics covered the experience of deciding on the
treatment, the HSCT process itself, and the patient-reported outcomes following HSCT.
Interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. A thematic analysis
approach was employed. Results: Three main themes were identified: (1) Balancing
hope and fear explores the decision-making experience when considering HSCT as a
treatment; (2) Distinct emotional experience, highlights the unique challenges faced on
all stages of the treatment journey; and (3) Adjusting to outcomes, explores how
participants make sense of the aftermath of the treatment, including managing the
ongoing uncertainty of MS and complications arising from HSCT. Discussion: HSCT is a
complex treatment, both physically and psychologically for pwMS. A comprehensive
and holistic care pathway is required to support people with MS at all stages of the
treatment process, to ensure patient-centred planning and care.

1. St Vincent’s University Hospital
2. Trinity College Dublin
3. University College Cork, Cork

Laura Davenport (1), Mathew McCauley (2), Liam Smyth (1), Audrey Reynolds
(1), Maria Gaughan (1), Niall Tubridy (1), Chris McGuigan (1) Fiadhnait
O'Keeffe (3)
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Eva Scallan Dowd
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The Impact of Multiple Sclerosis on Parenting: A Mixed-
Method Systematic Review
Multiple Sclerosis (MS) is typically diagnosed between ages 20–40, a period when
individuals may be considering or actively raising children. MS symptoms can disrupt
daily functioning, complicating parental responsibilities. This review synthesises
quantitative, qualitative, and mixed-method evidence to examine how MS affects
parenting. This review was registered with PROSPERO (ID: CRD42024569061), and
follows PRISMA and JBI guidelines. Systematic searches were conducted across
Academic Search Complete, CINAHL, PsychINFO, PubMed, and Scopus,
complemented by citation searching, yielding 1,792 results (24/08/2024). Studies were
screened using the SPIDER framework to identify studies examining parenting
measures and experiences amongst parents with MS (PWMS). Quality and risk of bias
were assessed using the MMAT. Findings were synthesised using a convergent
integrated approach.  The review included 22 studies: 11 quantitative, 9 qualitative, and
2 mixed-methods, including 2,466 PWMS and 2,401 others (non-parents with MS,
parents without MS, parents with rheumatoid arthritis, and family members of PWMS).
Synthesised findings indicated that MS impacts parenting, predominantly negatively.
Four main themes emerged: Risk and protective factors related to parenting with MS;
Impact of parental MS on parenting activities and daily family life; Emotional impact of
MS on parents and their views of relationships within the family; Managing and coping
as a PWMS.  PWMS encounter substantial challenges due to fatigue, limited mobility,
and cognitive difficulties. The review identified potential support mechanisms,
including mental health supports, social networks, and family communication
assistance. The findings highlight the need to develop interventions designed to
support PWMS and their families.

Eva Scallan Dowd (1), Fiadhnait O' Keeffe (1) 
1. University College Corkk
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Almudena Otálora-Alcaraz
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Plant-derived cannabinoids as regulators of NLRP3
inflammasome signalling in immune cells with relevance
to multiple sclerosis
Multiple sclerosis (MS) is a chronic autoimmune disorder associated with sensory and
motor impairments. In Ireland, MS currently afflicts over 9,000 people, with
approximately 290 people diagnosed with MS in Ireland each year. A range of disease-
modifying therapies (DMTs) are available for symptom management in MS,
nevertheless, most DMTs present with side-effects. There is a need for new therapeutic
strategies in MS. Although MS is a complex disease, there is evidence indicating the
role of neuroinflammation in MS pathogenesis. The NLRP3 inflammasome has a well-
established function in innate immunity, and current evidence suggests that targeting
the inflammasome is a key therapeutic target in the disease. Cannabidiol (CBD) and
tetrahydrocannabinol (THC) are protective in murine models of MS, and sativex (a 1:1
combination of THC:CBD), is clinically available for symptom management in MS. The
goals of this study are to define the role of the NLRP3 inflammasome in MS and develop
inflammasome assays to assess the efficacy of novel therapeutics, (components of
Cannabis sativa L.), as inflammasome inhibitors in immune cells with relevance to MS.
This study assessed the expression profile of inflammasome markers (IL-1β/IL-18) in
plasma samples, immune cells and brain tissue samples from control and MS cases.
Inflammasome assays were used to assess the efficacy of THC/CBD as inflammasome
inhibitors in immune cells with relevance to MS. Our findings indicate the components
of the hemp plant Cannabis sativa L. have the propensity to target inflammasome
signalling in immune cells with relevance to MS.

Almudena Otálora-Alcaraz (1), Melody Cui Sun (1), Lisa Costelloe (2), Hugh
Kearney (1, 3), Pabitra H. Patra (4), Eric J. Downer (1)

1. Trinity College Dublin
2. Beaumont Hospital
3. St. James’s Hospital, Dublin
4. Transpharmation Ltd., London Biosciences Innovation Centre,
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dr Andrea Kwakowsky
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Tonabersat as a therapeutic option for Multiple
Sclerosis
Neurodegenerative diseases such as Multiple sclerosis (MS), Parkinson's disease and
Alzheimer’s disease are marked by chronic neuroinflammation thought to be mediated
by the inflammasome pathway. Connexin 43 (Cx43) hemichannels
 contribute to the activation of the inflammasome by releasing adenosine triphosphate
(ATP) inflammasome activation signals. We evaluated if the Cx43 hemichannel blocker,
tonabersat, is effective in modulating the inflammatory response and reducing
disability in the myelin oligodendrocyte glycoprotein 35–55-induced experimental
autoimmune encephalomyelitis (MOG35–55 EAE) model of MS and in a beta-amyloid-
induced model of AD. We showed that the Cx43 hemichannel blocking drug,
tonabersat, significantly reduced expression of neuroinflammatory markers for
microglial activation (ionized calcium-binding adapter molecule 1 (Iba1)) and
astrogliosis (glial fibrillary acidic protein (GFAP)) in the brain of both MS and AD models
and also preserved myelin basic protein (MBP) expression levels in the corpus
callosum, motor cortex, and striatum regions of the brain in MOG35–55 EAE mice.
Reduced NOD-like receptor protein 3 (NLRP3) inflammasome complex assembly and
Caspase-1 activation confirmed the drug’s mode of action. MOG35–55 EAE mice
showed clinical signs of MS, but MOG35–55 EAE mice treated with tonabersat retained
behavior closer to normal. These data suggest that clinical trial phase IIb-ready
tonabersat may merit further investigation as a promising candidate for treating
neurodegenerative disorders.

Andrea Kwakowsky (1,2), Bhavya Chawdhary (1), Antonio de Souza (1), Emily
Meyer (1), Andrew H Kaye (3,4), Stanley Stylli (3,5), Colin Green (1), Helen
Danesh-Meyer (1)

1. University of Auckland 
2 .University of Galway
3. Dniversity of Melbourne

4. Hadassah Hebrew University Hospital
5. The Royal Melbourne Hospital
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Joan Alaboson
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Multiple sclerosis peer support engagement, benefit
perception and barriers. Findings from a mixed-methods
survey in the Irish context.
Background: People with multiple sclerosis (PwMS) may experience psychological
distress and social isolation, necessitating higher psychosocial support needs. Peers
with shared lived experiences may provide multi-dimensional support, potentially
improving psychosocial outcomes. Objectives: This study explored peer support
engagement, perceived benefits and barriers among PwMS living in Ireland.
Methodology: A mixed-methods cross-sectional survey, co-designed with a public and
patient involvement panel (n=7) collected online responses from PwMS between
February and March 2024. Recruitment was facilitated by invitations received through
MS Ireland (MSI) online channels, and mailing lists. Participants completed a series of
Likert scale and open-text questions exploring their peer support need and
experiences, both online and in-person. Descriptive analysis and content analysis was
employed. Results: 218 PwMS: predominantly female (76%), living with relapsing-
remitting multiple sclerosis (64.7%), and with an average age of 49.31 (SD =17.76)
participated, identifying specialised programmes (e.g. yoga classes), social activities
(e.g. coffee mornings), and MSI meetings as forms of peer support. Although almost all
participants agreed that both in-person (n=99, 79%) and online (n=96, 72%) peer
support was helpful, few people actually regularly engaged in peer support in person
(10%, n=22) or online (16%, n=34) frequently or nearly always. Three themes: 1) low
access, 2) unsupportive peers and peer support, and 3) personal engagement barriers,
were identified as barriers. Conclusion: Although most PwMS perceive benefits from
peer support, they experience limited peer support access, and one that is not always
aligned with their needs. Organisations facilitating peer support for PwMS would find
these findings relevant.

Joan Alaboson (1), Laura Coffey (1), Rebecca Maguire (1)
1. Maynooth University



Session 6: clinical
perspectives in ms (talk 1)

Fiona Magill, Belfast Health and Social Care Trust
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Session 6: clinical
perspectives in ms (talk 2)

Audrey Reynolds, St Vincent's University Hospital Dublin
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Session 6: clinical
perspectives in ms (talk 3)

Dr Sarah Casey, St Vincent's University Hospital Dublin
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Session 7: keynote
presentation

Dr Gavin McDonnell, Belfast Health and Social Care Trust
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poster #1

1. University College Dublin
2. University College Cork
3. Turner Institute for Brain and Mental Health, Monash University
4. St Vincent’s University Hospital 27

Clara Stein (1), Fiadhnait O’Keeffe (2), Méadhbh Brosnan (1,3), Claire
Flynn (1), Christopher McGuigan (4,1), Jessica Bramham (1,4)



poster #2

Hannah Lynch (1,2), Audrey Reynolds(2), Siew Mei Yap (2), Lauren
Costello (2), Fiadhnait O’Keeffe (3), Christopher McGuigan (2), Jessica
Bramham (1), Sarah J. Casey (1, 2).

1. University College Dublin, Dublin,
2. St Vincent’s University Hospital
3. University College Cork, Cork
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poster #3

Ashley Boers (1); Isaline Eijssen (2, 3); Sinéad M Hynes (4); Marja Koe (5);
Den Dolder; Jennifer Freeman (6),; Geertruida E Bekkering (1); Daphne
Kos (1), Ciara O'Meara*(4)

1.  KU Leuven
2. MS center Amsterdam
3. Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam
4. University of Galway; 
5. MS Telefoon, MS Association [MS Vereniging],
6. University of Plymouth
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People with multiple sclerosis (PwMS) report benefits from occupational therapy (OT).
This new Cochrane review aimed to synthesize the benefits and harms of OT
interventions on daily functioning, participation, and quality of life in PwMS. Two
authors independently conducted systematic searches across electronic databases
(CENTRAL, MEDLINE, Embase, CINAHL, PsycINFO, Web of Science), focusing on
controlled clinical trials of OT in adults with multiple sclerosis. Primary outcome
measures included daily functioning, qualityof life, participation and adverse effects.
Risk of bias of included studies and overall quality were assessed using Cochrane
RoB2/ROBINS-I and GRADEproGDT. We identified 7,388 studies and included 20
individual studies (16 RCTS and four CCTs), with 1310 participants with MS. A wide
variety of OT interventions and outcome measures were observed. Ten evaluated
fatigue management, nine focus on training of skills or empowering people to deal with
their cognitive difficulties in daily activities and one study targeted social participation.
Of the 20 included studies, 17 reported outcomes related to daily functioning, 13 to
quality of life, and 5 to participation. Meta-analysis revealed no immediate effects on
daily functioning of OT compared to an active control (0.23 [-0.13-0.59]), small effects
compared to usual care ([1.8 [0.73-2.88]) and small effects compared to wait-list
controls (0.93 [0.13-1.74]). No major adverse events were reported. Overall certainty of
the evidence was low to very low. Occupational therapy seems a safe and promising
intervention. However, due to the low certainty, future high quality and well-powered
studies are needed to draw firm conclusions about the effects of OT for people with
MS. 

Occupational therapy in adults with multiple sclerosis:
a Cochrane systematic review
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Introduction: It is suggested that MS-related change in visual object meaning perception
(visually-mediated lexical retrieval and confrontation naming) may hold promise as a cognitive
biomarker of disability in MS (Yap et al., 2023). Here we present initial longitudinal findings
examining the relationship over time between word-finding, information processing speed, and
disability in relapsing remitting (RRMS) and progressive (PMS) MS. Methods: So far, 21/44
persons with MS have been reassessed (9 male; 10 RRMS; mean age=52 years; mean
education=16.5 years).Measures of word-finding (Visual Naming Test, VAN; Auditory Naming
Test, ANT; Rapid Automatised Naming, RAN), information processing speed (Symbol Digit
Modality Test, SDMT), mood (Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale, HADS), and MS-related
disability (Expanded Disability Status Scale, EDSS) were completed. Results: On reassessment,
PwPMS experienced significantly greater disability than PwRRMS [t(19)=-5.026, p<0.001], but
they did not differ on anxiety or depression. Exploratory 2-tailed Pearson correlations, adjusted
for age and years of education, indicated that greater disability was associated with slower
information processing speed [r=-0.761; p<0.001], slower visually-mediated word retrieval
[r=0.982; p<0.001], and slower visually-mediated object naming [r=0.684; p=0.001]. Disability
was not associated with VNT or ANT naming errors, nor RAN object naming. Better SDMT
performance was negatively correlated with response times on the VNT [r=-0.935, p=0.002].
Mood did not correlate with cognitive performance. Exploratory 2-way analyses of covariance,
controlled for age, years of education, and information processing speed, showed no significant
main effects or interactions for RAN or ANT performance. However, response times for visually-
mediated word retrieval were significantly slower for PwPS [F(1,16)=22.099, p<0.001; η2=0.58].
Conclusions: Initial longitudinal findings suggest that greater MS-related disability is associated
with slower processing speed and performance on tasks measuring visual object meaning
perception, with greater difficulties in visually-mediated object naming experienced by PwPMS.
Follow-up of PwMS and healthy controls is ongoing. Increased statistical power will facilitate
further exploration of a word-finding biomarker hypothesis.

Preliminary findings from a longitudinal study exploring
the relationship between word-finding and disability in
MS: The search for a cognitive biomarker.

Lauren Costello (1), Audrey Reynolds (2), Siew Mei Yap (2), Hannah Lynch
(3), Fiadhnait O’Keeffe (4), Niall Tubridy (2), Jessica Bramham (3),
Christopher McGuigan (2), Sarah J. Casey (1,3)
1. Neuropsychology Service, St Vincent’s University Hospital
2. Neurology, St Vincent’s University Hospital
3. School of Psychology, University College Dublin
4. Applied Psychology, University College Cork
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1. Department of Physiology, School of Medicine, Trinity College Dublin
2. Trinity College Institute of Neuroscience, Trinity College Dublin

Magdalena D. Imiolek (1,2), Melody Cui Sun (1,2), Sarah F. Mc Comish (1,2),
Eric J. Downer (1,2), Maeve A. Caldwell (1,2) 
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The effect of phytocannabinoids and PPARy (ant)agonists
on reactivity in human-induced pluripotent stem cell-
derived astrocytes
There is growing evidence that inflammation plays a role in neurodegenerative diseases,
including Multiple Sclerosis. Astrocytes and microglia are thought to play a central role in
neuronal dysfunction and death. This study utilises a human model of inflammation,
which involves differentiating astrocytes from human-induced pluripotent stem cells
(iPSC), followed by stimulation with the microglial-secreted factor interleukin-1 alpha (IL-
1α). This stimulation promotes a reactive phenotype in astrocytes, which permits the
assessment of possible neuroprotective candidates such as cannabinoids and PPARγ
agonists and antagonists.
 The iPSC-derived astrocytes were pre-treated with PPARγ agonist (pioglitazone), PPARγ
antagonist (T0070907) and/or cannabinoids, then stimulated with IL-1α to induce
reactivity. The astrocyte reactivity profile was examined via ELISA. qPCR analysis was
conducted to assess the expression of reactivity genes and expression levels of PPARγ
receptors. Our data suggest that treatment with cannabinoids can downregulate astrocyte
reactivity via different signalling pathways, while the inhibition of PPARγ receptors with
T0070907 further enhanced this shift towards a more anti-inflammatory environment.
qPCR analysis revealed that in reactive astrocytes, the genes encoding the CB1, PPARα
and PPARγ receptors are significantly downregulated, but treatment with cannabinoids
resulted in a significant downregulation in reactive gene expression. The effect of PPARγ
agonist and antagonist is yet to be further analysed via ELISA and qPCR. However, given
preliminary results, we expect T007009 to further downregulate the expression of reactive
genes. To conclude, cannabinoids and PPARγ (ant)agonists may have a therapeutic effect
on astrocyte reactivity in response to specific pro-inflammatory stimuli, thus modulating
inflammation in neurodegenerative diseases. 
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1. Wellcome-Wolfson Institute for Experimental Medicine, Queen’s University Belfast
2. Patrick G Johnston Centre for Cancer Research, Queen’s University Belfast
3. Instituto de Investigación Sanitaria y Biomédica de Alicante (ISABIAL)
4. Instituto de Neurociencias, CSIC-UMH 32
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1. CÚRAM Research Ireland Centre for Medical Devices, University of Galway,
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2. Galway Neuroscience Centre, University of Galway, Galway, Ireland
3. Regenerative Medicine Institute, University of Galway, Galway, Ireland 33
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