
In addition to these defining criteria, unique clinical 
features of each spinal muscular atrophy type include the
following: (1) Type 1 spinal muscular atrophy.  This type is
also called Werdnig-Hoffmann disease. Children with this
disease have impaired head control, with a weak cry and
cough. Swallowing, feeding, and handling of oral secretion
are affected before 1 year of age. The tongue may show atro-
phy and fasciculation. Weakness and hypotonia in the limbs
and trunks are eventually accompanied by intercostal mus-
cle weakness. Combining intercostal weakness with initial
sparing of the diaphragm, the infants exhibit characteristic
paradoxical breathing and a bell-shaped trunk with chest
wall collapse and abdominal protrusion. Early morbidity
and mortality are most commonly associated with bulbar
dysfunction and pulmonary complications. (2) Type 2 spinal
muscular atrophy. These children have delayed motor mile-
stones. Some learned to achieve independent sitting,
whereas others need help to sit up. The defining character-
istic is an ability to maintain a sitting position unsupported.
At the strongest end of this category are those who can stand
with a standing frame or long leg braces but are not able to
walk independently. Bulbar weakness with swallowing diffi-
culties may lead to poor weight gain in some children.
Intercostal muscles are weak, and some are also
diaphragmatic breathers. They have difficulty coughing
and clearing tracheal secretion. They have fine tremors
with extended fingers or when attempting hand grips.
Kyphoscoliosis eventually develops, and bracing or spinal
surgery is needed. Joint contractures commonly evolve over
years. (3) Type 3 spinal muscular atrophy. This type is also
called Kugelberg-Welander disease or juvenile spinal muscu-
lar atrophy. These patients have later but variable age of
onset. All achieve independent walking. Some patients lose
the ability to walk in childhood, yet others maintain walking
until adolescence or adulthood. Scoliosis can develop in these
patients. Swallowing, cough, and nocturnal hypoventilation
are less common than in type 2 spinal muscular atrophy but
may occur. Muscle aching and joint overuse symptoms are
common. (4) Type 4 spinal muscular atrophy. The onset of
weakness is usually in the second or third decade of life.
Motor impairment is mild without respiratory or gastroin-
testinal problems.

Within each spinal muscular atrophy type, subclassifi-
cations have been proposed and can add to prognostic sig-
nificance. For example, only 22% of patients with type 3a,

with onset of symptoms before age 3 years, were still
ambulatory at age 40 years, whereas 58.7% of the
patients with type 3b, with onset after age 3 years, were
still walking by age 40 years.9 Type 1 patients have also
been subclassified into types 1a (neonatal or antenatal
onset), 1b (typical Werdnig-Hoffmann  disease with onset
after neonatal period), and 1c (later onset, better head
control in supported sitting, mild feeding or respiratory
difficulties during the first 6 months of life).10,11 However,
these subclassifications have not been widely used among
clinicians.

During the preparation of the Delphi survey, the com-
mittee decided that the most appropriate care for patients
with spinal muscular atrophy should be tailored according to
their current functional status rather than the original clas-
sification of disease types because these represent the best
level of function rather than the present status. Therefore,
the committee decided to use the classification of current
functional level in the form of nonsitters, sitters, and walk-
ers. The nonsitters include the group of children who cur-
rently are not able to sit independently. The sitters include
those who can sit independently but cannot walk independ-
ently. The walkers can walk independently.

Other Forms of Spinal Muscular Atrophy

There are other inherited motor neuron disorders, not caused
by mutation of the SMN gene (non-5q spinal muscular
atrophy), that present with early denervation weakness
but different clinical symptoms than those stated above.12

These atypical symptoms include joint contractures, dis-
tal rather than proximal weakness, diaphragmatic paraly-
sis with early respiratory failure, and pontocerebellar
degeneration. DNA testing has become available for some
but not all of these disorders. If a child with clinical fea-
tures of spinal muscular atrophy is found not to have an
SMN deletion on either chromosome 5, the child should
be reexamined and receive additional diagnostic testing.
(Please see the next section for the diagnostic strategies
for these patients.) Table 2 lists some spinal muscular
atrophy variants that exhibit early symptoms overlapping
with 5q spinal muscular atrophy. Several later-onset
motor neuron diseases overlap with milder 5q spinal mus-
cular atrophy. These are beyond the scope of this docu-
ment and are not listed here.
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Table 1. Clinical Classification of Spinal Muscular Atrophy

SMA Type Age of Onset Highest Function Natural Age of Death

Type 1 (severe) 0-6 mo Never sits <2 y
Type 2 (intermediate) 7-18 mo Never stands >2 y
Type 3 (mild) >18 mo Stands and walks Adult
Type 4 (adult) Second or third decade Walks during adult years Adult

NOTE: SMA = spinal muscular atrophy.
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