
 

Quick Facts 
 

About…Acute Flaccid Myelitis (AFM) 
 

What is Acute Flaccid Myelitis?   
 
Acute flaccid myelitis (AFM) is a rare but serious condition that affects the nervous 
system.  People with AFM often experience sudden onset of weakness in their arms 

or legs and loss of muscle tone and reflexes.  AFM may have a variety of possible 
causes, including viruses, environmental toxins, and genetic disorders. 

 

What are the symptoms of AFM?  

 
Symptoms of AFM may include:  

 Sudden onset of weakness in the arms or legs 

 Loss of muscle tone and reflexes 

 Facial weakness or droop 

 Drooping eyelids 

 Difficulty moving the eyes 

 Slurred speech or difficulty swallowing 

 

Rarely, people with AFM may experience numbness or tingling in the limbs or may 
be unable to pass urine. Severe cases of AFM can involve weakness in the muscles 
used for breathing, which may cause respiratory failure and require the patient to 

be placed on a ventilator. 

 

What causes AFM? 

 
AFM may have a variety of possible causes, including viruses, environmental toxins, 
and genetic disorders.  Viruses that may cause AFM or similar neurologic conditions 
include enteroviruses, adenoviruses, West Nile virus, and viruses in the same family 

as West Nile virus, such as Japanese encephalitis virus and Saint Louis encephalitis 
virus.  Oftentimes, the cause of a patient’s AFM cannot be determined. 

 
       



Who is at risk for getting AFM? 

 
Most known cases of AFM have been among children.  Starting in 2014, there was 
an increase in AFM cases nationwide, but AFM remains a rare condition.  The 

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) estimates that less than one in a 
million people in the United States get AFM every year. 

 

How do I know if I have AFM? 
 

If you or your child experience symptoms of AFM, seek medical care immediately.  
Your doctor may perform a variety of tests to try to determine the cause of the 
symptoms.   

 

How is AFM treated? 
 

There is no specific treatment for AFM.  It is important for people who experience 
symptoms of AFM to seek medical care right away so that they can be treated on a 
case-by-case basis.   

 

How is AFM prevented?  

 
While it is unknown whether it is effective in preventing AFM, you can take steps to 

reduce the risk of getting viruses that may cause AFM, including: 
 Staying up-to-date on vaccinations,  
 Washing hands frequently with soap and water, 

 Cleaning surfaces with a disinfectant, and  
 Avoiding close contact with sick people.   

 
In addition, avoiding mosquito bites by using insect repellant, removing standing 
water near your home, and staying indoors during times when mosquitos are most 

active (dusk and dawn) can help prevent West Nile virus and other viruses spread 
by mosquitos. 

 
 
All information presented is intended for public use. For more information, please 

refer to: https://www.cdc.gov/acute-flaccid-myelitis/index.html  
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