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Upper vs lower motor neuron

Place the lesion from the signs

Weak limb

y

Tone and reflexes?

floppy, ——  ————— stiff 1

Floppy, reflexes reduced

Stiff, brisk, Babinski

y

y

Lower motor neuron

Upper motor neuron

Step by step
@ Weak limb: check tone and reflexes
@ Check the plantar response

@ Look for fasciculations and wasting

@ Decide the side: above or below the crossing

Rule of thumb

Upper: stiff, brisk, upgoing toe
Lower: floppy, twitching, wasting

Sign Upper Lower

Tone Spastic Low

Reflexes Brisk Reduced or absent
Plantar Babinski No Babinski
Fasciculations None Present

Wasting Not marked Yes

Signs side by side

Exoam traps

@ Upper and lower signs together mean both neurons
are involved.

@ Above the pyramidal decussation, upper motor
neuron signs are opposite; in the cord, the same

side.

@ After a sudden cord injury, spinal shock can look
flaccid and areflexic first.

@ The Babinski sign is normal in infants.

Upper vs lower motor neuron lesions: signs and localisation

Video, written lesson, practice question and sources: medservatory.com/usmle-step-

1/neuroanatomy-localisation/upper-vs-lower-motor-neuron-signs
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