General Periodic Paralysis  (updated 2010)

What are the Periodic Paralyses and what are the symptoms?

The periodic paralyses are a group of rare inherited disorders that cause temporary episodes of muscle weakness or paralysis. Periodic Paralysis is found in all races and in both sexes. Attacks can begin at any age. Some patients have their first attack within minutes of birth, but a few don't have symptoms until they are in their 60s or 70s. The paralysis can be mild, and confined to one limb, or so severe the patient cannot breathe on their own. Attacks can last only a few moments or go on for days, depending on the type of periodic paralysis the person has. Some forms of periodic paralysis include muscle stiffness or rigidity as part of the attacks. Some forms include permanent muscle weakness which happens over a period of many years.

How do you get periodic paralysis?

Most cases of periodic paralysis are inherited, but a family history may not always be obvious. Only one parent need carry the affected gene, and that parent need not show symptoms. About half of the females and a few men who carry the gene have no symptoms, or have such mild symptoms that they are never recognized as periodic paralysis. These people can still pass the gene on to their children. Each child of an affected parent has a 50% chance of inheriting the gene. There is no prenatal test available at this time and it is impossible to predict with any accuracy whether any given child will inherit the gene.

Genetic research has now revealed that periodic paralysis is caused by mutations in the genes that control the development of certain ion channels in the muscle membrane. Ion channels are openings that pierce the muscle membrane and act as gateways for the movement of ions in and out of the cell.

What happens during an attack of Periodic Paralysis?

People with Periodic Paralysis (PP) have episodes in which their muscles become weak or paralyzed in response to variations in the amount of potassium in their blood. These variations occur during sleep, they may result from food the person has eaten, from a sudden change in a person's activity level, from rest after activity, emotional stress, from becoming chilled, or a number of other factors. The body is designed to handle such variations without the slightest problem but those people with PP have a genetic flaw which makes them much more sensitive to variations in serum potassium than the average person. Anyone will become weak in response to a drastic change in serum potassium levels, but PP patients may respond to small changes in potassium levels as if they were major shifts. Recovery from weakness occurs after a few hours to a few days, but permanent weakness can develop after many years of such attacks. 

But I don't know what triggers my episodes

Periodic paralysis can be easy to diagnose if you have frequent episodes of flaccid paralysis that leave you unable to move for 12-24 hours. It can be less easy to recognize when the signs are more subtle, which they are in many cases. People often come to us after a diagnosis of periodic paralysis has been suggested to them without any idea of where to go from there. 

In such cases it may only be by carefully observing patterns of weakness in relation to known triggers that the decision can be made to pursue further testing. This method can also help newly diagnosed patients learn what their triggers are and how to avoid them. 

How to keep a triggers diary

The triggers for episodes vary, depending on the type of periodic paralysis. There are two basic types, one in which patients are sensitive to potassium, and eating potassium-rich foods may cause weakness, and a type in which weakness is triggered by drops in blood potassium. 
Those who have Hyperkalemic Periodic Paralysis may find that high-potassium foods like melon, bananas, dried fruit, nuts etc. may trigger weakness. Weakness occurs during rest after a period of strenuous exercise or during fasting. It also may be provoked by potassium, cold, alcohol, or stress. It may be relieved by mild prolonged exercise or carbohydrate intake. Patients also may report muscle pains and paresthesias.

Those with Hypokalemic Periodic Paralysis are more apt to be bothered by sweets, starchy foods like baked goods, pasta, rice and salty foods. Severe attacks begin in the morning, often with strenuous exercise or a high carbohydrate meal on the preceding day. Attacks may also be provoked by stress, including infections, menstruation, lack of sleep, and certain medications (eg, beta-agonists, insulin, corticosteroids).
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