Life expectancies in
children with cerebral
palsy

SiR—Anderson (Nov 30, p 1516)!
draws attention to important issues
about life expectancies in children with
cerebral palsy. As he notes, Eyman and
colleagues?® report life expectancies for
some groups of children in California
that are only slightly higher than those
reported for children in a persistent
vegetative state. Anderson notes that
British and Canadian studies have
shown much higher life expectancies.
Two points should be emphasised.
First, because of the larger size of the
California data base, Eyman and col-

leagues were able to study some groups -

that were at a much lower level of func-
tioning than those in other studies. For
example, they have reported that with
the (much milder) definition of poor
mobility that Hurton and colleagues?®
use results similar to Hurtton’s were
obtained.*-A second point about the
Eyman study has been widely misun-
derstood and needs clarification. In
that work, any. child whose condition
improved was removed from the analy-
sis. Since such children would have a
better outlook, this procedure results in
lower life expectancies than if an actual
cohort of children had been followed.
By contrast, Ashwal and colleagues® did
follow a cohort approach and recent
unpublished work by our group indi-
cates that many children in this cohort
show subsequent improvement. For
the estimation of a life expectancy (eg,
in litigation) the cohort approach is the
correct one. In fact, we have re-exam-
ined the issue with a cohort perspec-
tive. For even our lowest-functioning
cohort (which was more debilitated
that the worst group considered by
Eyman and colleagues),? some 60% of

283

Vol 349 * January 25, 1997

children-;ged 5 years survived at least
to the age of 10 years. This is a better
outlook than that given previously.?
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