
Cerebral Palsy  

What is Cerebral Palsy?  
Cerebral palsy refers to a group of neurological disorders that appear in infancy or early 
childhood and permanently affect body movement and muscle coordination Cerebral palsy 
(CP) is caused by damage to or abnormalities inside the developing brain that disrupt the 
brain’s ability to control movement and maintain posture and balance. The term cerebral 
refers to the brain; palsy refers to the loss or impairment of motor function.  

Cerebral palsy affects the motor area of the brain’s outer layer (called the cerebral cortex), the 
part of the brain that directs muscle movement.  

What causes cerebral palsy?  
Cerebral palsy is caused by abnormal development of part of the brain or by damage to parts 
of the brain that control movement. This damage can occur before, during, or shortly after 
birth. The majority of children have congenital cerebral palsy CP (that is, they were born with 
it), although it may not be detected until months or years later. A small number of children 
have acquired cerebral palsy, which means the disorder begins after birth. Some causes of 
acquired cerebral palsy include brain damage in the first few months or years of life, brain 
infections such as bacterial meningitis or viral encephalitis, problems with blood flow to the 
brain, or head injury from a motor vehicle accident, a fall, or child abuse.  

In many cases, the cause of cerebral palsy is unknown. Possible causes include genetic 
abnormalities, congenital brain malformations, maternal infections or fevers, or fetal injury, 
for example.  

 
Can cerebral palsy be prevented?  
Cerebral palsy related to genetic abnormalities cannot be prevented, but a few of the risk 
factors for congenital cerebral palsy can be managed or avoided. For example, rubella, or 
German measles, is preventable if women are vaccinated against the disease before becoming 
pregnant. Rh incompatibilities can also be managed early in pregnancy. Acquired cerebral 
palsy, often due to head injury, is often preventable using common safety tactics, such as 
using car seats for infants and toddlers 
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How is cerebral palsy diagnosed?  
Most children with cerebral palsy are diagnosed during the first 2 years of life. But if a child’s                                   
symptoms are mild, it can be difficult for a doctor to make a reliable diagnosis before the age                                   
of 4 or 5.  

Doctors will order a series of tests to evaluate the child’s motor skills. During regular visits, the 
doctor will monitor the child’s development, growth, muscle tone, age-appropriate motor 
control, hearing and vision, posture, and coordination, in order to rule out other disorders 
that could cause similar symptoms. Although symptoms may change over time, CP is not 
progressive. If a child is continuously losing motor skills, the problem more likely is a 
condition other than CP—such as a genetic or muscle disease, metabolism disorder, or tumors 
in the nervous system.  

Lab tests can identify other conditions that may cause symptoms similar to those associated 
with CP  

 

How is cerebral palsy treated?  
Cerebral palsy can’t be cured, but treatment will often improve a child's capabilities. Many 
children go on to enjoy near-normal adult lives if their disabilities are properly managed. In 
general, the earlier treatment begins, the better chance children have of overcoming 
developmental disabilities or learning new ways to accomplish the tasks that challenge 
them. 


