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Polio was considered to be a chronic, yet stable disease once the acute phase was over and
rehabilitation had restored a greater or lesser degree of function. Medical textbooks have until recently
described polio as having three distinct stages: acute illness, period of recovery and stable disability.
However, it is now known many polio survivors develop new symptoms after decades of stable
functioning. In reviewing this topic, it is necessary to provide a brief historical background to the
“Late Effects of Polio" (LEOP). The most appropriate diagnostic labels to use and the proposed
aetiologies of the fourth stage of polio will then be considered.

Historical Background
It has been recognised for more than 100 years that new muscle weakness can occur in survivors of
polio many years after their initial illness. The first descriptions were published in the French medical
literature in 1875 by Jean-Martin Charcot. Since this time, other sporadic reports have appeared in the
literature describing new weakness, atrophy and fasciculations occurring years after an episode of
acute paralytic poliomyelitis.38 It was not until the early 1980s however, that LEOP became widely
acknowledged. 

By 1984, a growing awareness of LEOP prompted researchers to organise an international conference
at the Warm Springs Institute for Rehabilitation in the United States of America. The term “Post-Polio
Syndrome" was coined around this time. The second international meeting was held at the Warm
Springs Institute in 1986 and in the following years there was a dramatic increase in clinical research
into the long-term effects of polio.25

In 1994, the New York Academy of Sciences and the National Institute of Health co-sponsored
another international meeting that culminated in the publication of a special issue of the Annals of
the New York Academy of Sciences: “The Post-Polio Syndrome: Advances in Pathogenesis and
Treatment". This conference signalled the acceptance of post-polio syndrome as a legitimate clinical
entity.39

Nomenclature and Definitions
There is disagreement in the literature regarding the most appropriate diagnostic labels to describe the
new health problems being experienced by people with a past history of polio. The reasons for this
lack of consensus are that:

• The various descriptive terms have lacked specific diagnostic criteria;
• There is currently no pathognomonic test for the condition; and
• Understanding of the underlying pathophysiology of the condition is incomplete. 

The terms that have been most frequently used in the literature include “The Late Effects of Polio",
“Post-Polio Syndrome" and “Post-Polio Muscular Atrophy".

The Late Effects of Polio (LEOP)

LEOP refers to the myriad of symptoms that individuals with a history of polio may experience. The
features of LEOP can be considered in three broad categories. These include:-

1. Symptoms that can be attributed directly to damage caused by the poliovirus, including:
• Residual weakness;
• Musculoskeletal imbalance;
• Growth retardation;
• Skeletal deformities of affected limbs;
• Respiratory insufficiency; and 
• Cold intolerance due to circulatory disturbances.
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