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Chicken pox (or varicella) is a highly infectious iliness that affects nearly all children at some stage.
Most commonly, children catch it between the ages of 2 and 8 years old. The iliness usually clears
up by itself and complications are rare.

Occasionally Ataxia UK is contacted by parents of children who have developed acute ataxia
(unsteadiness and loss of coordination) following chicken pox. To provide more information about
this complication, a search was conducted of all the scientific research published between 2002
and 2008 that described complications following chickenpox.

A number of viral infections that can cause acute cerebellar ataxia have been described, including

chickenpox, mycoplasma, Epstein Barr virus and mumps. (Nussinovitch)3. Onset of ataxia may
occur around 8-9 days after the onset of the illness.

Studies showed that the incidence of severe complications in children following chickenpox was
less than 1 per 100,000 children and ataxia was the complication in less than a quarter of these

cases. (25 out of 112 children in study = 0.18/100,000)". Complications occurred in children who
were otherwise healthy and could be expected to recover.

The ataxia usually begins to improve within a few weeks but may persist for as long as 2 months2.
Hospital admission is not generally required and patients are expected to recover completely.

In summary, the available research says that in children acute cerebellar ataxia may follow
chicken pox and other viral infections and whilst there is some variability in the time it takes,
complete recovery does occur. There is no specific therapy indicated.
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Disclaimer

This leaflet is for guidance purposes only and, while every care is taken to ensure its accuracy, no guarantee
of accuracy can be given. Individual professional advice should be sought before taking or refraining from
taking any action based on the information contained in this leaflet and nothing should be construed as
professional advice given by Ataxia UK or any of its officers, trustees or employees. No person shall have
any claim of any nature whatsoever arising out of or in connection with the contents of this leaflet against
Ataxia UK or any of its officers, trustees or employees.
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