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Spasticity is a common post-stroke condition that causes stiff or rigid muscles. It occurs when a muscle involuntarily contracts when you move and commonly affects the elbow, wrist and ankle. When a muscle can’t complete its full range of motion, the surrounding tendons and soft tissue can become tight.

This makes stretching the muscle much more difficult. If left untreated, spasticity can also lead to joints in the arm and leg to be stuck or frozen in an abnormal and possibly painful position. This is called contracture.
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Some of the more common symptoms include:


	Painful muscle spasms
    


	Difficulty stretching the muscle
    


	Stiffness in the arm, hand, leg and ankle
    


	Arm in a folded position pressed against the chest with a curled wrist and fingers
    


	Tight fist
    Pointed foot
    


	Curled toes
    


	Bent elbow
    Decreased function
    


	Overactive reflexes


            
        





        
    




    
        
            
            How common is spasticity ?
        
    
    
        
            




        
                    About 25% to 43% of survivors will have spasticity in the first year after their stroke.  It’s more common in younger stroke survivors.

            
        





        
    




    
        
            
            What are some results of spasticity ?
        
    
    
        
            




        
                    Spasticity may cause significant difficulty with daily living tasks, such as bathing, eating and dressing. These limitations can increase the burden on caregivers and reduce quality of life.
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Talk to your health care professional about the best treatment option for you. Treatments are often combined to manage spasticity based on your goals, the severity of your spasticity and your overall health. Assessment and diagnosis are critical in developing a treatment plan, and it’s important to evaluate progress and outcomes. 

 Treatment may include:


	Physical exercise and stretching: Stretching helps maintain full range of motion and prevents permanent muscle shortening.


	
    Injections of botulinum toxin: Some medications can be injected to block nerves and help relieve spasticity in a muscle group. This treatment weakens or paralyzes the overactive muscle. Side effects are minimal, but there may be soreness where injected.


	
    Oral medications: These can help relax the nerves so that they don’t send a continuous message to the muscles to contract. Side effects may be weakness, drowsiness or nausea.


	
    Functional Electrical Stimulation/Neuromuscular Electrical Stimulations (NMES) or vibrations: This treatment delivers a shock to your affected muscle, activating nerves and causing more movement. The shock can range from a mild tingling sensation to almost a burning sensation depending on the intensity level. NMES combined with therapy may improve spasticity, but there is insufficient evidence that it improves functional gait or hand use.
    


	Intrathecal baclofen therapy (ITB): Delivers medication when it’s most effective and minimizes side effects that often accompany oral medications. A small pump is surgically implanted to supply baclofen to the spinal cord. Appropriate for patients who didn’t respond well or had adverse reactions to other interventions.
    


	Braces: These can hold a muscle in a normal position to keep it from contracting.
    Serial casting and splinting: It’s not recommended for the hand to reduce wrist and finger spasticity; may be considered for mild to moderate elbow and wrist contractures.
    


	Surgical procedures: These may be considered with contractures and associated pain.


            
        





        
    




    
        
            
            Tips for living with spasticity
        
    
    
        
            




        
                    
Managing spasticity with assistive devices, aids and home adaptations can enhance your safety. Physical and occupational therapists can recommend appropriate aids, safety procedures, maintenance and proper fit.


Modifications in your home to improve safety include:


	Ramps


	
    Grab bars


	
    Raised toilet seats
    


	Shower or tub bench
    


	Plastic adhesive strips on the bottom of the bathtub
    


	Braces, canes, walkers and wheelchairs
    


Always follow your rehabilitation therapist’s recommendations about limitations and safety.

            
        





        
    


                
            

            
        

    






    
        
            
                
                

            

        

    





        





    


        

                Topic idea for a group discussion



                 Are you a stroke support group leader looking for a topic idea for your next meeting? Check out our spasticity lesson module, which contains a presentation and discussion questions, video and a handout.

        


        


 Get the spasticity lesson module        

    




    
        
            
                
                

            

        

    




        

        

        
                
Written by American Heart Association editorial staff and reviewed by science and medicine advisors. See our editorial policies and staff.                
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Resources

English


Spasticity Checklist

Spasticity Dialogue Tool

Spasticity Infographic

Español


Espasticidad lista de verificación (PDF)


Espasticidad herramienta de diálogo (PDF)


Espasticidad infografía (PDF)
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        Survivor Stories

        
                A stroke can change your life in an instant. May these stories provide support, hope and inspiration.


        

    





    
        
            
                
                    

                        
                            
                                
                                    
                                    


                                        A Day in the Life of a Stroke Survivor with Spasticity


                                    

After his stroke, Bill Monroe experienced muscle spasms on the left side of his body, making everyday activities difficult. He worked with his health care team on a plan to manage his spasticity and has a goal to run one day.
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                A F.A.S.T. Decision to Call 911



                 Hub Miller experienced a hemorrhagic stroke at the age of 42. It caused spasticity, leaving him with mobility and cognitive challenges.

        


        


 Read Hub’s story        

    


        

        
            



    
            
                
            


            

        

                This New York City stroke survivor thrives



                 After Yvonne Honigsberg had a hemorrhagic stroke in 2009 at 41, she redefined her life. She has learned to ask for help due to her spasticity and advocates for others to do the same.

        


        


 Read Yvonne’s story        

    


        

    






    
        
            



    


        



                 There is life—and hope—after stroke. With time, new routines will become second nature. Rehabilitation can build your strength, capability and confidence. It can help you continue your daily activities despite the effects of your stroke.

        


        


 Life After Stroke Guide for Patients & Caregivers (PDF)                    


 Guía De La Vida Tras Un Ataque Cerebral (PDF)        

    


        

    






    
        
            



    


        



                 


Ipsen is a proud sponsor of the American Stroke Association’s Spasticity Education Initiative.

        


        


 Learn more about Ipsen        

    


        

    





            
            




        
        
            
    
        
            
                
                    Stroke Family Warmline:

1-888-4-STROKE or 1-888-478-7653

Monday-Friday: 8:30 a.m.-5 p.m. CST

                    
                        
                            Stroke.org/speakwithus
                        

                        
                            
                        

                    

                

            

        

    



    
        
            




        
                    
*All health/medical information on this website has been reviewed and approved by the American Heart Association, based on scientific research and American Heart Association guidelines. Find more information on our content editorial process.
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National Center

7272 Greenville Ave.

Dallas, TX 75231


Customer Service

1-800-AHA-USA-1

1-800-242-8721



Contact Us


Hours

Monday - Friday: 7 a.m. – 7 p.m. CT 

Saturday: 9 a.m. - 5 p.m. CT

Closed on Sundays

Tax Identification Number

13-5613797
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