
 
 

Top 10 facts about Chiari Malformation 
 

1. Chiari Malformation refers to a condition affecting the size and/or shape of the skull,              
putting pressure on the brain and causing the cerebellar tonsils at the base of the brain                
to be squeezed into the spinal canal. 1 

2. The most common symptom is headaches in the back of the head (occipital             
headaches). Other common symptoms are: double vision, sensitivity to light, blurred           
vision, dizziness, ringing in the ears, poor coordination and balance, muscle weakness,            
difficulty swallowing or speaking, heart palpitations.3 

3. Symptoms vary and occur in different combinations, reflecting the areas of damage in             
the cerebellum, brainstem, spinal cord, and/or cranial nerves.3 

4. Chiari Malformations (CM) are most commonly caused by structural defects during           
fetal development, often caused by a genetic mutation or maternal diet lacking in             
vitamins or nutrients. It is believed that CM affects 1 in 1000 births. With recent               
increases in the use of imaging studies, that number is expected to be greater.2  

5. Chiari malformations affect individuals of every race, gender and ethnicity, although it            
is thought to affect more women than men.3 

6. Chiari Malformations can be present at birth or can be acquired, called secondary CM.              
This is caused by tumors, or excessive loss of spinal fluid.1 

7. Chiari Malformations affect the area in the skull where the brain and spinal cord              
connect. The malformations are thought to be usually present at birth (congenital),            
however, many do not show symptoms until adulthood.3 

8. The part of the brain most affected is the cerebellar tonsils, which are small peg-like               
structures at the base of the cerebellum. The cerebellum is the area of the brain that                
controls balance, posture and voluntary movements.3 

9. With increased pressure, the cerebellar tonsils descend into the foramen magnum, the            
hole in the base of the skull, which causes blockage in the proper flow of cerebrospinal                
fluid (CSF).3 

10. Symptomatic Chiari malformations are most often treated—not cured—by a surgery          
called suboccipital craniotomy (decompression). This is where the opening at the base            
of the skull is widened to make room for better cerebrospinal fluid flow.3 
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