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Small Head Size May Increase Risk of Cerebral Palsy

New guidelines developed by the American Academy of Neurology and the 
Child Neurology Society suggest that infants with smaller than normal 
head size be screened for neurological and cognitive problems, 
including cerebral palsy. 

The condition, called microencephaly, is defined as a head circumference 
that is smaller than that of 97% of children. Microencephaly is 
identified in about 25,000 children per year, usually infants and 
toddlers up to the age of 2, though it can be diagnosed later.

Approximately 20% of children with microencephaly also have cerebral 
palsy, while others have mental retardation, epilepsy, learning 
disabilities, and other neurological and cognitive problems. 

 The guidelines, which appear in the September 15 issue of Neurology, the 
medical journal of the American Academy of Neurology, urge all 
doctors to become familiar with microencephaly so at-risk children can 
be screened not only for the condition, but also for other conditions—
such as cerebral palsy—that are associated with microencephaly. 

Early diagnosis of cerebral palsy is extremely important, as early 
intervention can significantly improve the long-term prognosis. The 
earlier a child is diagnosed with cerebral palsy, the earlier he can 
receive the treatment, support, and benefits he needs and deserves.

While many children with smaller than normal head size will go on to 
experience normal development without related conditions or problems, 
it’s important that doctors test for related conditions such as cerebral 
palsy as soon as possible. Microencephaly and its possible causes can be 
diagnosed using brain scans such as the MRI and CT scan, as well as 
genetic testing. 


