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“MovetoSport” in Belgium: an organizational
model to facilitate skilled guidance of
persons with multiple sclerosis during
exercise and sport in the community
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Abstract

This paper describes the non-profit organization “MovetoSport”, which has recently been estab-
lished in Flanders, Belgium. Founding members are both practitioners and academic physi-
otherapists and exercise physiologists well experienced with specific neurological problems in
persons with multiple sclerosis. The organization regularly provides educational courses and
workshops for health care professionals including sport instructors working in rehabilitation
centers, neurological units, but also in the community and sport facilities. Certified professionals
are visible on a website, which is accessible for persons with MS. “MovetoSport” also collabo-
rates with the MS Society for information transfer as well as for the teaching of persons with MS
attending specific educational days. The overall vision is to provide affordable and accessible
exercise therapy programs for all persons with MS.
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Background

Research in the last decade has demonstrated that exer-
cise therapy is potentially effective to improve function,
activity, and quality of life in persons with MS (PwMS)
[1, 8, 10]. Importantly, no increased risk for relapses
was found during these studies [12], although temporar-
ily decreased sensory function has been reported [9].
Only few studies have performed follow-up measure-
ments and indicated a potential for sustained benefits at
three months after training [2]. In general rehabilitation
research, it is known that physical improvements do not
outlast six months [4, 11].

However, not all patients have equal access to spe-
cialized rehabilitation units. Availability of specialized
MS services and health care professionals, skilled in
exercise therapy, varies strongly within Europe while
also distance to central services may impede making
use of it regularly. For an overview, we refer to the MS
Barometer project (previously MS-ID, MS information
dividend) of the European MS Platform (EMSP, see
http://www.emsp.org/projects/ms-id). Data are available
for 33 European countries and were collected in 2008
and 2011. One of the domains relates to the estimation of
access to treatment and therapies, and reimbursement of
costs. Large differences can be found between Germany
(207 of 225 pointsin a questionnaire summary scale about
MS health care, see http://www.emsp.org/attachments/
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article/160/MS_Barometer_2011.pdf) and for example
Portugal (124/225) and Belarus (46/225). Given the con-
text of varying health care for MS, it is a challenge to get
PwMS active themselves in their own living community.
But even in countries having established multi-disciplin-
ary rehabilitation centers, PwMS should adapt a healthy
lifestyle and incorporate physical activity and exercise
in their daily life. MS societies are increasingly aware of
this importance and have started to promote exercises on
their websites (for an example, see http://www.mstrust.
org.uk/information/exercises/).

Regarding physical rehabilitation, also the education
level of physiotherapists varies greatly within Europe
from a professional Bachelor to an academic Master
program of five years [7]. In some, but not all countries,
specialization programs in neurological rehabilitation
exist within or additional to the basic education pro-
gram. Physical rehabilitation can also be performed by
exercise physiologists and sport instructors if they focus
on physical activity and health; however their standard
education programs only limitedly address neurologi-
cal pathologies. In this regard, the International Master
in Adapted Physical Activity (http://onderwijsaanbod.
kuleuven.be/opleidingen/e/CQ_50811449.htm) is worth
mentioning. For regular community health care profes-
sionals, post-graduate courses on MS are occasionally
available (now also on-line, see the MS PRO / MS NEED
project, http://www.emsp.org/projects/ms-need), espe-
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cially for MS nurses, but they do not focus on exercise
and sport for MS.

To enable PWMS to adapt a physically active lifestyle,
we are convinced that education at two levels, both
patient and professional/therapist level, is a key factor
for success. Sport is a powerful vehicle for bringing about
positive changes in the lives of PWMS. Sporting activities
strengthen physical and emotional health resources.
Sport is a significant aspect of life-long well-being and
is an essential way to improve mobility and increase
self-confidence and specific skills. Professional guid-
ance can help to convince PWMS to engage in exercise, to
choose the right type of exercise and sport based on their
preferences, to keep PwWMS motivated and guide them to
“success” with respect for each PwMS own possibilities
and capacities [5].

Development of a non-profit organization in Flanders:
“MovetoSport”

In Flanders, a collaboration was set up by a team of
professional physiotherapists and researchers in MS
rehabilitation and research focusing on exercise therapy
on the one hand, and the Flemish MS Society on the
other hand. The driving health care professionals and
researchers were Paul Van Asch (PT, Fit Up Kontich,
B), Peter Feys (PT, PhD) and Bert Op ‘t Eijnde (Sport
Sciences, PhD). All persons had long-standing experi-
ence in MS rehabilitation and research while actively
participating in international networks such as RIMS,
the European Network for Best Practice and Research in
Rehabilitation (www.euRIMS.org). A formal non-profit
organisation was formed, in collaboration with the
Flemish MS Society, and was called “MovetoSport” (see
www.movetosport.be), implicitly also referring to the
acronym of MS. This initiative has been primarily taken
in 2010 in order to organize courses for health care pro-
fessionals interested in guiding PwMS during exercise
and sports.

The ultimate vision is that persons in Flanders have,
for guidance in an individual exercise and/or sport
program, access to health care professionals who are
familiar with the particular condition of MS and related
functioning problems. The rationale for this vision was
multifold. First, on patient level, it was experienced
that a substantial number of PwMS did not report posi-
tive experiences with performance of sports activities in
the community. Coaches or personal trainers mostly do
not have extended knowledge about MS in general and
more specific about possible workouts for this group
adapted to their capacities and taking into account
typical MS functioning problems as hypertonia/spas-
ticity or fatigue. A lack of sufficient knowledge was
also reported in generic physiotherapists, who have
not treated many persons with neurological disability.
Secondly, even if a PwMS deliberately wants to contact
a specialized health care professional or a sport facility
familiar with MS, it is difficult to identify them. Also
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therapists and medical doctors in rehabilitation cen-
ters reported that there was a lack of an updated list or
website with names and contact details of specialized
community workers. Thirdly, it was realized that the
number of community professionals with knowledge
about exercise and sport was low, also explaining the
difficult referral.

“MovetoSport” has the mission to promote and active-
ly support exercises (moving) and sport for PWMS, based
on the following principles:
accessible (open for all — infrastructure)

2. affordable
3. certified professional supervision
4. outside the medical environment

=

Accessible

If a sportsclub or a fitnesscenter is proposing to pro-
vide services to PWMS (or other disabled people), an
adapted infrastructure should be available. Depending
on the functional status of the PwWMS (measured with
the Expanded Disability Status Scale (EDSS), see http://
www.mult-sclerosis.org/expandeddisabilitystatusscale.
html) this can be different. PwMS with EDSS 1-5 are
able to participate in normal, not adapted facilities.
Otherwise, when people are using a wheelchair, not
only the sport facilities and equipment needs to be
adapted, but also adapted sanitary facilities must be
available.

Affordable

Often, the costs for inscription fees, for memberships
etc. are a barrier for PWMS to get access to sport- and/
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or fitnessclubs given that PwMS already have a lot of
disease-related costs [6]. This is the point where the
engagement of the MS Society plays a crucial role in this
concept (see below). For activities provided by certified
“MovetoSport” therapists, the MS Society proposes a
financial reimbursement of 25 Euro on a yearly base to
their members with MS.

Certified professional supervision

The aims of “MovetoSport” are to educate health care
professionals working in the community regarding phys-
ical rehabilitation of PwMS, and to form a network in
which updated information and experiences can be
shared. With health care professionals, we primarily
focus on physiotherapists, sport instructors and fitness
experts. “MovetoSport” regularly organizes a series of
courses, which lead to a formal certificate. We distin-
guish an introductionary full-day course and thematic
workshops as prerequisite for certification and related
visibility (see below).

Outside the medical environment

An important objective of “MovetoSport” is to integrate
sport participation of PwWMS within their own living
community, together with family and friends. This is
important to induce a behavioral change with active
participation in society. Different local group projects,
led by “MovetoSport” coaches were started in differ-
ent regions in Flanders. Sometimes, sport classes are
organized within rehabilitation centers as a follow-up
of a more intensive training program, and attended as
ambulatory patients.

Formation program of “MovetoSport”

Key activities of “MovetoSport” are the formation of
health care professionals and sport/fitness instructors
in adapted exercise and sport activities for PwMS. For-
mation activities include an introductionary education
day and workshops in smaller groups (n=up to 20)

Location N Topic

Kontich 5/06/2010 30  How to set up exercise and fitness programs for PWMS?
Assessment of walking ability and fatigue

Nieuwpoort  5/06/2010 21  Assessment of physical activity and community walking.
Adapted sports for PwMS (zumba, aquatics, nordic wal-
king, yoga, spinning etc).

Sijsele 4/02/2011 12 Endurance tests and analyses for PwMS

Kontich 7/05/2011 21  Adaptation of fitness programs and assessment of wal-
king ability and fatigue

Hasselt 10/09/2011 20  Muscle strength measurements, analyses and develop-

ment of resistance training programs

Table 1: Overview of workshops in 2010 and 2011
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to allow for direct interaction and discussion among
participants and teachers. Education days and work-
shops are repeatedly organized in different locations
in Flanders.

Introductionary education day

A full day of education is provided as a start of an educa-

tion cyclus, and contains following elements:

B Pathophysiology, overall MS symptoms and state-of-
the-art of symptomatic treatment and disease modify-
ing drugs; presented by a neurologist or rehabilitation
physician.

B Typical functioning problems and features of under-
lying motor disorders and other symptoms (e.g.
fatigue), presented by a physiotherapist.

B Scientific findings and evidence related to exercise
and sport interventions in PWMS; presented by aca-
demics in rehabilitation sciences, physiotherapy as
well as exercise physiology.

B Practical points of attention when guiding and coach-
ing PWMS in exercise and sport; presented by a phys-
iotherapist and fitness instructor.

B Testimonies of PwMS that practice exercises and
sports, varying from exercises to be able to play golf,
to cycling to the Mont Ventoux or running.

B Presentation of relevant synergic activities of the MS
Society in Flanders (see below) by the director or proj-
ect coordinator.

For example, in 2010, up to three education days (Has-
selt, 27/2/2010: n=89; Deinze, 13/03/2010: n=79 and
Elewijt, 04/12.2010: n=41; Diegem, 05/05/2012: n=45)
were organized reaching a total of 209 professionals
(physiotherapists, physicians, fitness instructors, sport
scientists, provincial sports policy makers etc).

Workshops

During thematic workshops, practical and interactive
hands-on sessions are organized in small groups (max.
n=20) and with active involvement of PWMS to create
a real-life situation. The information provided is always
directly implementable in the daily work with PwMS.
Workshop leaders vary at different locations, but are
always specialists in their domain with large experience.
In the future, also certified “MovetoSport” professionals
with an unique expertise or facilities will be involved as
teachers to share their experience. An overview of topics
in 2010 and 2011 is presented in table 1.

Certification

Attendance of the introductionary education days and
two workshops leads to an official certification signed by
the “MovetoSport” president and the Flemish MS Soci-
ety. By the certification system, we are able to identify
motivated professionals and to form an active network
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of persons, who meet during workshops, but also at MS
exercise and sport-related events in Flanders. As well, we
facilitate knowledge exchange by this network. Some of
the certified professionals are involved in future forma-
tion activities or projects. However, only individuals can
be certified — not institutions (rehabilitation centers) or
enterprises (fitness centers). This regulation prevents
that one is profiling an institution or company as skilled
in MS guidance in exercise and sports, if not all profes-
sionals followed the course.

This certificate is valid for three years, after which
it expires when no participation to an additional work-
shop is made. The duration of the certificate was limited
as certified professionals are shown with their coordi-
nates on the website of “MovetoSport” (www.moveto-
sport.be) to allow responsible health professionals
(PwMS, MS Society, neurologists, general practitioners,
etc.) to find them for referral. An illustration of visual-
ization of regions with certified professionals is shown
in figure 1.

Collaboration with the MS Society

The realization of “MovetoSport” and continuous activi-
ties is established thanks to the collaboration with stake-
holders. Primarily, we collaborated with the Flemish MS
Society, who decided to co-organize events for PwMS
regarding the topic of exercise and sports, and to stimu-
late local initiatives to provide guided exercise and sport
in the community.

Sport and information days for PwMS

In 2010 and 2011, so-called sport and information
days were organized forPwMS in different Flemish
regions (Table 2). These days were composed of a
theoretical part in the morning, where education on
MS symptoms, functioning problems, exercise and
sport programs were provided with strong involve-
ment of “MovetoSport” instructors. Here as well, also
testimonies of persons concerned were given. In the
afternoon, a practical part was organized during which
PwMS could choose out of three different exercise
types and sport activities to gather first experiences
and to become motivated. The offer was manifold:
cycling (also with adapted cycles), zumba classes (in
sitting position as well), Tai Chi and yoga classes,
aquarobics, archery, nordic walking etc. These sport
activities were professionally guided with adaptation
to individual capacities, boosting the self-confidence
of the participants.

These days were advertised in press as well, as young
PwMS and recently diagnosed persons are often not yet
member of the MS Society, while this group is impor-
tantly targeted with these events. These events are con-
sidered important as they serve as a trigger for PWMS to
engage in a physically active lifestyle.
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Fig. 1: Logo of “MovetoSport” and visualisation of certified “MovetoSport” professionals by

region in Flanders

Location Date N
Kortrijk 07/11/2009 38
Tongerlo 14/11/2009 55
Nieuwpoort 26/9/2010 100
Herselt 28/05/2011 25
Leuven 26/5/2012 45

Table 2: Overview of sport and information days in 2010 and 2011

Facilitation of exercise and sport in the community setting

The MS Society also facilitated both the engagement
of PWMS in exercise and sports by providing financial
support for members in their expenses (25 Euro/year, if
expenses exceed 50 Euro; 101 PWMS were reimbursed in
2010, 95 in 2011) as well as stimulating local profession-
als to offer services and activities for PwMS. Examples
are fitness centers, who provide group lessons and
adapted programs with affordable prices in various
places in Flanders. As well, there started zumba, yoga
and swimming groups. As PwMS stated that mobil-
ity impairment had a substantial impact on their lives,
including working life, social life and family life [3], a
program like “MovetoSport” will help to overcome these
difficulties.

Research

A cooperative of “MovetoSport”, the Belgian MS Society
and the University of Hasselt enabled to also perform
research within the context of the sport and information
days. Participants were asked to complete question-
naires at the event, as well as three and six months later.
Domains of interest were physical activity and perceived
walking ability, self-efficacy level, fatigue, quality of life.
Forty-two persons answered all questionnaires at all
timepoints. It appeared that a one-day education pro-
gram had, depending on perceived disability level, some
long-standing effects on physical activity and perceived
impact of MS [3].
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Fig. 2: Network with all stakeholders and different possible relations
(MS =multiple sclerosis, PWMS = persons with MS, HCP =health care
professionals)

Conclusion

We presented an organizational model where the active
physical lifestyle of PWMS is envisaged, with certified
“MovetoSport” coaches and professionals interacting
with them in the community. The MS Society is an impor-
tant partner, but also others as neurologists and MS
nurses, as well as rehabilitation centers and health insur-
ance systems are of high relevance (Figure 2). Together,
the overall capacities of PWMS can be changed more
positively and effectively.
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