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Overview

Huntington's disease is an inherited disease that causes the progressive
breakdown (degeneration) of nerve cells in the brain. Huntington's disease
has a broad impact on a person's functional abilities and usually results in
movement, thinking (cognitive) and psychiatric disorders.

Most people with Huntington's disease develop signs and symptoms in their
30s or 40s. But the disease may emerge earlier or later in life.

When the disease develops before age 20, the condition is called juvenile
Huntington's disease. An earlier emergence of the disease often results in a
somewhat different set of symptoms and faster disease progression.

Medications are available to help manage the symptoms of Huntington's
disease, but treatments can't prevent the physical, mental and behavioral
decline associated with the condition.

Huntington's disease care at Mayo

Symptoms

Huntington's disease usually causes movement, cognitive and psychiatric
disorders with a wide spectrum of signs and symptoms. Which symptoms
appear first varies greatly among affected people. During the course of the

Advertisement

Policy Opportunities

Mayo Clinic does not endorse companies or
products. Advertising revenue supports our no
for-profit mission.

Advertising & Sponsorship
Ad Choices

Mayo Clinic Marketplace
Check out these best-sellers and special
offers on books and newsletters from May
Clinic.

The Mayo Clinic Diet Online

4 simple steps to a joy-filled life

Diabetes? This diet works.

NEW – Guide to Fibromyalgia

Stop osteoporosis in its tracks

Print

Symptoms & causes Diagnosis & treatment Doctors & departments Care at Mayo Clinic

MENU

Request an Appointment
Find a Doctor
Find a Job
Give Now

Log in to Patient Account

English

 T Y

Search Mayo Clinic Sea

Visited - January 31, 2020

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117
https://www.mayoclinic.org/appointments
https://www.mayoclinic.org/patient-care-and-health-information
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/care-at-mayo-clinic/mac-20356126
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-this-site/advertising-sponsorship-policy
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-this-site/advertising-sponsorship
http://www.aboutads.info/choices/
https://diet.mayoclinic.org/diet/home/?promo=52-qtr&utm_source=Mayo&utm_medium=Display&utm_campaign=SiteStore_text
https://order.store.mayoclinic.com/books/gnweb35?utm_source=MC-DotOrg-Text&utm_medium=Link&utm_campaign=Stress-Combo&utm_content=SFLCOMBO
https://order.store.mayoclinic.com/books/gnweb12?utm_source=MC-DotOrg-Text&utm_campaign=DiabDiet-Combo&utm_medium=Link&utm_content=DDIETCOMBO
https://order.store.mayoclinic.com/books/gnweb54?utm_source=MC-DotOrg-Text&utm_medium=Link&utm_campaign=Fibromyalgia-Book&utm_content=FIBRO
https://order.store.mayoclinic.com/books/gnweb27?utm_source=MC-DotOrg-Text&utm_medium=Link&utm_campaign=Osteoporosis-Book&utm_content=OSTEO
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117?p=1
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20356122
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/doctors-departments/ddc-20356125
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/care-at-mayo-clinic/mac-20356126
https://www.mayoclinic.org/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/appointments
https://www.mayoclinic.org/appointments/find-a-doctor
https://jobs.mayoclinic.org/
https://philanthropy.mayoclinic.org/donateMC
https://onlineservices.mayoclinic.org/content/staticpatient/showpage/patientonline
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117
https://twitter.com/MayoClinic
https://www.facebook.com/MayoClinic
https://www.pinterest.com/mayoclinic/
https://www.youtube.com/user/mayoclinic


/

disease, some disorders appear to be more dominant or have a greater
effect on functional ability.

Movement disorders

The movement disorders associated with Huntington's disease can include
both involuntary movement problems and impairments in voluntary
movements, such as:

Involuntary jerking or writhing movements (chorea)

Muscle problems, such as rigidity or muscle contracture (dystonia)

Slow or abnormal eye movements

Impaired gait, posture and balance

Difficulty with the physical production of speech or swallowing

Impairments in voluntary movements — rather than the involuntary
movements — may have a greater impact on a person's ability to work,
perform daily activities, communicate and remain independent.

Cognitive disorders

Cognitive impairments often associated with Huntington's disease include:

Difficulty organizing, prioritizing or focusing on tasks

Lack of flexibility or the tendency to get stuck on a thought, behavior or
action (perseveration)

Lack of impulse control that can result in outbursts, acting without
thinking and sexual promiscuity

Lack of awareness of one's own behaviors and abilities

Slowness in processing thoughts or ''finding'' words

Difficulty in learning new information

Psychiatric disorders

The most common psychiatric disorder associated with Huntington's disease
is depression. This isn't simply a reaction to receiving a diagnosis of
Huntington's disease. Instead, depression appears to occur because of
injury to the brain and subsequent changes in brain function. Signs and
symptoms may include:

Feelings of irritability, sadness or apathy
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Social withdrawal

Insomnia

Fatigue and loss of energy

Frequent thoughts of death, dying or suicide

Other common psychiatric disorders include:

Obsessive-compulsive disorder — a condition marked by recurrent,
intrusive thoughts and repetitive behaviors

Mania, which can cause elevated mood, overactivity, impulsive
behavior and inflated self-esteem

Bipolar disorder — a condition with alternating episodes of
depression and mania

In addition to the above symptoms, weight loss is common in people with
Huntington's disease, especially as the disease progresses.

Symptoms of juvenile Huntington's disease

The start and progression of Huntington's disease in younger people may be
slightly different from that in adults. Problems that often present themselves
early in the course of the disease include:

Behavioral changes

Loss of previously learned academic or physical skills

Rapid, significant drop in overall school performance

Behavioral problems

Physical changes

Contracted and rigid muscles that affect gait (especially in young
children)

Changes in fine motor skills that might be noticeable in skills such as
handwriting

Tremors or slight involuntary movements

Seizures

When to see a doctor
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See your doctor if you notice changes in your movements, emotional state
or mental ability. The signs and symptoms of Huntington's disease can be
caused by a number of different conditions. Therefore, it's important to get a
prompt, thorough diagnosis.

Causes

Huntington's disease is caused by an inherited
defect in a single gene. Huntington's disease is
an autosomal dominant disorder, which means
that a person needs only one copy of the
defective gene to develop the disorder.

With the exception of genes on the sex
chromosomes, a person inherits two copies of
every gene — one copy from each parent. A
parent with a defective gene could pass along
the defective copy of the gene or the healthy
copy. Each child in the family, therefore, has a
50 percent chance of inheriting the gene that
causes the genetic disorder.

Complications

After the start of Huntington's disease, a
person's functional abilities gradually worsen
over time. The rate of disease progression and
duration varies. The time from disease
emergence to death is often about 10 to 30
years. Juvenile Huntington's disease usually
results in death within 10 years after symptoms
develop.

The clinical depression associated with Huntington's disease may increase
the risk of suicide. Some research suggests that the greater risk of suicide
occurs before a diagnosis is made and in the middle stages of the disease
when a person has begun to lose independence.

Eventually, a person with Huntington's disease requires help with all
activities of daily living and care. Late in the disease, he or she will likely be
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Autosomal dominant
inheritance pattern
In an autosomal dominant
disorder, the mutated gene is a
dominant gene located on one
of the nonsex chromosomes
(autosomes). You need only
one mutated gene to be
affected by this type of
disorder. A person with an
autosomal dominant disorder
— in this case, the father —
has a 50% chance of having
an affected child with one
mutated gene (dominant gene)
and a 50% chance of having
an unaffected child with two
normal genes (recessive
genes).
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Huntington's disease care at Mayo Clinic

confined to a bed and unable to speak. However, he or she is generally able
to understand language and has an awareness of family and friends.

Common causes of death include:

Pneumonia or other infections

Injuries related to falls

Complications related to the inability to swallow

Prevention

People with a known family history of
Huntington's disease are understandably
concerned about whether they may pass the
Huntington gene on to their children. These
people may consider genetic testing and family
planning options.

If an at-risk parent is considering genetic
testing, it can be helpful to meet with a genetic
counselor. A genetic counselor will discuss the
potential risks of a positive test result, which
would indicate the parent will develop the
disease. Also, couples will need to make
additional choices about whether to have
children or to consider alternatives, such as
prenatal testing for the gene or in vitro
fertilization with donor sperm or eggs.

Another option for couples is in vitro fertilization
and preimplantation genetic diagnosis. In this
process, eggs are removed from the ovaries
and fertilized with the father's sperm in a
laboratory. The embryos are tested for presence
of the Huntington gene, and only those testing
negative for the Huntington gene are implanted in the mother's uterus.

In vitro fertilization
During in vitro fertilization,
eggs are removed from mature
follicles within an ovary (A). An
egg is fertilized by injecting a
single sperm into the egg or
mixing the egg with sperm in a
petri dish (B). The fertilized
egg (embryo) is transferred
into the uterus (C).

By Mayo Clinic Staff
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Diagnosis & treatment

Show references

Related

Associated Procedures

EEG (electroencephalogram)

Genetic testing

Psychotherapy

Huntington's disease

Symptoms & causes

Diagnosis & treatment

Doctors & departments

Care at Mayo Clinic

CON-20301692Patient Care & Health Information Diseases & Conditions Huntington's disease

Request Appointment Contact Us

About Mayo Clinic Employees Find a Job

Site Map About This Site

Mayo Clinic is a not-for-
profit organization. Make
a donation.

Any use of this site constitutes your
agreement to the Terms and Conditions and
Privacy Policy linked below.

Terms and Conditions

Privacy Policy

A single copy of these materials may be
reprinted for noncommercial personal use
only. "Mayo," "Mayo Clinic,"
"MayoClinic.org," "Mayo Clinic Healthy
Living," and the triple-shield Mayo Clinic logo
are trademarks of Mayo Foundation for
Medical Education and Research.

This site complies with
the HONcode standard
for trustworthy health
information: 
verify here.

Print May 16, 2018Share on: Facebook Twitter

Visited - January 31, 2020

https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20356122
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/eeg/about/pac-20393875
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/genetic-testing/about/pac-20384827
https://www.mayoclinic.org/tests-procedures/psychotherapy/about/pac-20384616
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20356122
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/doctors-departments/ddc-20356125
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/care-at-mayo-clinic/mac-20356126
https://www.mayoclinic.org/patient-care-and-health-information
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions
https://www.mayoclinic.org/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/appointments
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-mayo-clinic/contact
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-mayo-clinic
https://onlineservices.mayoclinic.org/content/staticemployee/showpage/employeeindex
https://jobs.mayoclinic.org/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/site-help/site-map
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-this-site
https://twitter.com/MayoClinic
https://www.facebook.com/MayoClinic
https://www.pinterest.com/mayoclinic/
https://www.youtube.com/user/mayoclinic
https://philanthropy.mayoclinic.org/donatemc?_ga=1.106295754.875548221.1406903985
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-this-site/terms-conditions-use-policy
https://www.mayoclinic.org/about-this-site/privacy-policy
https://www.healthonnet.org/HONcode/Conduct.html?HONConduct636199
https://www.healthonnet.org/HONcode/Conduct.html
https://www.healthonnet.org/HONcode/Conduct.html?HONConduct636199
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117?p=1
https://www.facebook.com/sharer.php?u=https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117
http://twitter.com/intent/tweet?url=https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/huntingtons-disease/symptoms-causes/syc-20356117&text=Huntington%27s+disease+-+Symptoms+and+causes%20-%20&hashtags=


/

Notice of Privacy Practices

Notice of Nondiscrimination

© 1998-2020 Mayo Foundation for Medical Education and Research (MFMER). All rights reserved.

Visited - January 31, 2020

https://www.mayo.edu/pmts/mc5200-mc5299/mc5256-01.pdf
https://www.mayoclinic.org/documents/notice-of-nondiscrimination/doc-20425440



