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Cerebral Palsy
Factsheet

Definition

Cerebral Palsy is the name for a 
group of lifelong conditions that 
affect movement and co-ordination 
caused by a problem with the brain 
that occurs before, during or soon 
after birth. There is no cure for 
cerebral palsy at the moment.

Severity

The severity of symptoms varies 
significantly in child and adult. Some 
cases only affect one side of the 
body, some mainly affect the legs, 
and some affect the whole body.

Spastic cerebral palsy is the most 
common making up to 80 percent 
of cases. This group will often 
experience exaggerated or jerky 
movements (hypertonia).

Causes of Palsy
Before birth

• Reduction of baby’s blood or oxygen supply
• Infection caught by mother such as rubella, chickenpox
• Bleeding in the baby’s brain or blood supply cut off
• Injury to unborn baby’s head

During or after birth

• Brain not getting enough oxygen during birth
• Meningitis
• Head injury from difficult birth
• Very low blood sugar level

Increased risk factors
• Born prematurely (before 37 weeks)
• Low birth weight
• Twin or multiple pregnancy
• Mother over 35 years of age
• Mother with unusually high or low blood pressure

Signs
Not usually obvious just after a baby is born. They normally become 
noticeable during the first two or three years of a child’s life.

A brain scan can identify abnormalities. The child would normally be sedated 
due to the anxiety and laying still for an extended period of time.

Brain scan diagnosis
Cranial ultrasound A small handheld device sends out sound waves to 

create an image of the brain.

MRI scanner Uses magnetic fields and radio waves to produce a 
more detailed image of the brain.

CT scan Takes several x-ray pictures to create a detailed 
image of the brain.
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Other symptoms

• Swallowing difficulties
• Constipation
• Speaking and communication
• Seizures or fits 
• Gastric reflux 
•  Difficulty falling asleep and/or 

staying asleep
• Scoliosis
• Incontinence
• Reduced vision
• Hearing loss

Treatments

• Physiotherapy
• Speech therapy
• Occupational therapy
• Medication
•  Treatments for feeding 

problems
• Treatments for drooling
• Surgery

Spastic Cerebral Palsy
Spastic CP is caused by damage to the brain’s motor cortex, which controls 
voluntary movement. It is also caused by damage to the pyramidal tracts, 
which help relay signals to the muscles. This is why spastic CP is sometimes 
referred to as “pyramidal”.

Common signs & symptoms

• Awkward reflexes
• Stiffness in one part of the body
• Abnormal gait
• Contractures (permanently tightened muscles or joints)

Athetoid Cerebral Palsy
This type of cerebral palsy is caused by damage to the brain’s basal ganglia 
and/or cerebellum. The basal ganglia is responsible for regulating voluntary 
motor function and eye movements, while the cerebellum controls balance 
and coordination.

Common signs & symptoms

• Stiff or rigid body
• Floppiness in the limbs
• Problems with posture
• Issues feeding

Ataxic Cerebral Palsy
Ataxic cerebral palsy is different than other types of CP because it is primarily 
caused by damage to the cerebellum, which controls balance and coordination. 
People with ataxic CP often experience tremors and a reduction in muscle tone.

Common signs & symptoms

• Difficulty speaking
• Problems with depth perception
• Shakiness and tremors
• Spreading feet apart when walking

Mixed Cerebral Palsy
•  Damage to the developing brain isn’t confined to one location. 
•  When a person is showing symptoms of more than one type of CP, it is 

considered to be mixed cerebral palsy. This diagnosis makes up less 
than 10% of all CP cases.
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