
Parkinson’s disease is a progressive neurological condition which sees parts of the brain 
become increasingly damaged over many years.

People with Parkinson’s do not have enough of the chemical dopamine in their brains, 
because some of the nerve cells which produce it have died.

There are more than 145,000 people living with Parkinson’s disease in the UK, and it is the 
fastest-growing neurological condition in the world.

Key takeaways

 > Around one-in-500 people are thought to 
be affected by Parkinson’s

 > The primary symptoms are involuntary 
shaking (tremors), slow movement and 
muscular stiffness

 > Symptoms usually develop after the age 
of 50

 > However, one-in-20 Parkinson’s patients 
first experience symptoms before they 
reach 40

 > Men are slightly more likely to get the 
condition than women

 > There is no cure, but treatment can 
reduce symptoms and prolong life to 
near-normal length

 > It is usually treated with medication, 
physiotherapy and occupational therapy
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Parkinson’s disease



Parkinson’s is caused by the loss of nerve cells in a part of the brain called the substantia nigra 
– which leads to a reduction in the amount of dopamine in the brain.

Dopamine plays an important role in regulating bodily movement, and a reduction in 
dopamine is the reason that many of the characteristic symptoms of Parkinson’s are exhibited.

The cause of this loss of nerve cells is unclear, however most experts believe it can be 
attributed to a combination of genetic and environmental factors.

The three main symptoms associated with Parkinson’s disease are:

Condition overview

Sufferers can also experience a range of other symptoms, physical and psychological.  
These include:

>  Depression and anxiety

>  Balance problems (potentially increasing the risk of falls)

>  Loss of smell (anosmia)

>  Sleeping problems (insomnia)

>  Cognitive impairment (disturbance of memory, thinking and/or language abilities)

Cognitive disturbances can arise at any time in the course of Parkinson’s disease, and vary 
widely in severity.

The first port of call for those concerned they might have Parkinson’s is usually a GP,  
who will ask relevant questions and refer to a specialist for tests if required.
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There is no cure for Parkinson’s disease, but treatments are available which can reduce the 
main symptoms and support patients in maintaining a good quality of life.

Treatment is often not required in the early stages of the illness, when symptoms are mild, 
but there are several options when it progresses. These include physiotherapy and/or 
occupational therapy, medication and, in some cases, brain surgery.

Even if treatment is not required initially, patients will still have regular appointments with a 
specialist to monitor the progress of the condition.

Treatment

Physiotherapy 
 
Physiotherapists work with Parkinson’s 
patients to relieve muscle stiffness and 
joint pain via manipulating them into 
movement and exercise.

The aim is to improve walking and 
flexibility, as well as increasing fitness 
levels and patients’ ability to manage 
everyday life.

Medication 
 
Medication can alleviate the main 
symptoms of Parkinson’s, such as 
tremors and movement problems. Not 
all are useful for everyone, and each has 
different short- and long-term effects.

The three main types commonly used 
are levodopa, dopamine agonists and 
monoamine oxidase-B inhibitors.

Occupational therapy 
 
Occupational therapists can help 
patients to find practical solutions for 
the areas of everyday life which prove 
challenging. These might include 
getting dressed, bathing or going to the 
local shops.

They can also help ensure that patients’ 
homes are safe, enabling them to 
maintain their independence  
for as long as possible.

Surgery 
 
While most people with Parkinson’s 
disease are given medication, a type of 
surgery called deep brain stimulation is 
used in some cases.

It involves surgically implanting a pulse 
generator (like a heart pacemaker) into the 
chest wall - connected to a fine wire (or 
two) under the skin. A tiny electric current 
then runs through the wire and stimulates 
the affected parts of the brain.  
This can ease symptoms for  
some patients.



As Parkinson’s progresses, symptoms can get worse, and it can become increasingly difficult 
to carry out everyday activities without help.

Many patients respond well to treatment and will only have mild-to-moderate disability; 
however, a minority can become more severely disabled over time.

While Parkinson’s doesn’t directly cause sufferers to die, it can place great strain on the body – 
increasing vulnerability to serious and life-threatening infections.

However, while there is no cure for Parkinson’s, the treatments outlined above can significantly 
prolong life expectancy and improve quality of life for those diagnosed with the condition.

Prognosis

Useful resources
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