
Huntington's Disease
What is Huntington's Disease?
Huntington's disease is a genetic condition that causes the progressive breakdown of nerve cells in
the brain. It affects movement, mood, and thinking (cognition). Huntington's disease is inherited,
meaning it is passed down from parents to children through genes. Over time, the symptoms
become more severe and can interfere with daily life.
What Causes Huntington's Disease?
Huntington's disease is caused by a mutation in a gene called HTT. This gene is responsible for
making a protein called huntingtin. In people with Huntington's disease, the HTT gene contains a
defect that causes the protein to be made in an abnormal form, which damages nerve cells in the
brain, especially in areas that control movement, mood, and thinking.
Symptoms of Huntington's Disease
Huntington's disease affects each person differently, but common symptoms include:

1. Movement Problems:
o Chorea: Involuntary jerky or twitchy movements, which can be mild or more severe.
o Impaired Coordination: Difficulty with balance, walking, and fine motor skills like

writing or buttoning a shirt.
o Stiffness or Muscle Rigidity: Some people experience muscle stiffness or slowed

movement.
2. Cognitive (Thinking) Problems:

o Memory Issues: Difficulty remembering things or making decisions.
o Concentration Problems: Trouble focusing or completing tasks.
o Slowed Thinking: Processing information may take longer than usual.

3. Emotional and Behavioral Changes:
o Depression: Feeling sad or down for extended periods.
o Irritability: Becoming easily upset or frustrated.
o Anxiety or Apathy: Losing interest in things you once enjoyed or feeling anxious for

no reason.
o Mood Swings: Rapid changes in mood, from feeling happy to sad or angry.

How is Huntington's Disease Inherited?
Huntington's disease follows an autosomal dominant inheritance pattern, which means if one
parent has the mutated gene, there is a 50% chance of passing the gene on to their children. This
means that each child of a parent with Huntington's disease has a 50% chance of inheriting the
condition.
Diagnosis of Huntington's Disease



To diagnose Huntington’s disease, your doctor will consider:
1. Medical History: Your doctor will ask about any symptoms, your family history, and whether

you have relatives who have had the disease.
2. Physical and Neurological Exam: Your doctor will check for signs of movement problems,

coordination, and other neurological issues.
3. Genetic Testing: A blood test can confirm the diagnosis by detecting the mutation in the HTTgene. However, this test may not be necessary for everyone, especially if symptoms are

already present.
4. Imaging Tests: An MRI or CT scan may be done to check for changes in the brain, but these

tests are mainly used to rule out other conditions.
Treatment for Huntington’s Disease
Currently, there is no cure for Huntington’s disease, but treatments are available to manage
symptoms:

1. Medications:
o For Movement Problems: Medications like tetrabenazine and dopamine-depletingdrugs may help control involuntary movements (chorea).
o For Emotional or Behavioral Issues: Antidepressants, antipsychotics, or mood

stabilizers can help with symptoms like depression, irritability, and anxiety.
2. Physical Therapy:

o To improve coordination, mobility, and strength, physical therapy can help
maintain independence and prevent falls.

3. Speech Therapy:
o If you experience speech or swallowing difficulties, a speech therapist can help with

exercises to improve communication and swallowing.
4. Occupational Therapy:

o Occupational therapy can help you manage everyday activities like dressing, cooking,
or bathing, making these tasks easier and safer.

5. Psychological Support:
o Counseling: A therapist or counselor can help you manage emotional and

psychological symptoms like depression, anxiety, and frustration.
o Support Groups: Connecting with others who have Huntington’s disease can provide

valuable emotional support and coping strategies.
Living with Huntington's Disease
While Huntington's disease is progressive, there are ways to manage life with the condition:

 Stay Active: Regular exercise can help maintain muscle strength, flexibility, and
coordination.



 Healthy Diet: Eating a balanced diet and staying hydrated can help manage symptoms and
overall health.

 Safety Measures: You may need to make changes to your home to make it safer, such as
adding grab bars in the bathroom or removing tripping hazards to prevent falls.

 Family Support: Family members and caregivers play an important role in supporting you.
They may help with daily tasks and provide emotional support.

When to See a Doctor
If you notice symptoms such as uncontrollable movements, difficulty with balance, changes in mood,
or problems with memory, it’s important to see a doctor. Early diagnosis allows you to begin
treatments that may help manage symptoms and improve quality of life.
Genetic Counseling and Testing
If you have a family history of Huntington's disease or are concerned about your risk, genetic
counseling is recommended. A genetic counselor can provide information about the inheritance
pattern, the likelihood of developing the disease, and whether genetic testing is appropriate for you.
Conclusion
Huntington’s disease is a genetic disorder that causes movement problems, mood changes, and
difficulties with thinking. While there is no cure, treatments are available to manage symptoms and
improve quality of life. Early diagnosis and support can make a significant difference in how you live
with the disease.


