
 

 
 
What is hydrocephalus? 
Hydrocephalus, also called Water on the Brain is a condition in which there is an abnormal buildup of CSF 
(cerebrospinal fluid) in the cavities (ventricles) of the brain. The buildup is often caused by an obstruction which 
prevents proper fluid drainage. The fluid buildup can raise intracranial pressure inside the skull which compresses 
surrounding brain tissue, possibly causing progressive enlargement of the head, convulsions, and brain damage. 
Hydrocephalus can be fatal if left untreated. 

Who can have hydrocephalus? 
Babies: In fact it is estimated that 1 in every 500 babies born will have or acquire hydrocephalus. Hydrocephalus 
may develop in the womb or after birth as a result of a congenital defect. This defect is not necessarily hereditary. 
Hydrocephalus may also result from complications associated with premature birth. 
Children, young and middle-aged adults: Hydrocephalus may develop during these years as a result of 
intracranial bleeding, (stroke), brain injury, tumor growth, meningitis or other factors. Hydrocephalus that occurs 
after birth as a result of one of these factors is called “acquired hydrocephalus.” 
Seniors: When it is diagnosed during these years, hydrocephalus is typically called “adult onset hydrocephalus.” It 
may take one of two forms: the common form of hydrocephalus which involves high intracranial pressure or Normal 
Pressure Hydrocephalus (NPH). 
 
Causes, incidence, and risk factors 
Hydrocephalus is due to a problem with the flow of a water-like fluid that surrounds the brain. This fluid is called the 
cerebrospinal fluid, or CSF. It surrounds the brain and spinal cord, and helps cushion the brain.  
CSF normally moves through the brain and the spinal cord, and is soaked into the bloodstream. CSF levels in the 
brain can rise if:  

● The flow of CSF is blocked 
● It does not get absorbed into the blood properly 
● Your brain makes too much of it  

Too much CSF puts pressure on the brain. This pushes the brain up against the skull and damage brain tissue. 

Treatment 
The goal of treatment is to reduce or prevent brain damage by improving the flow of CSF. 
Surgery may be done to remove a blockage, if possible. 
If not, a flexible tube called a shunt may be placed in the brain to re-route the flow of CSF.  The shunt sends CSF to 
another part of the body, such as the belly area, where it can be absorbed. 
Other treatments may include: 

● Antibiotics are given if there are signs of infection. Severe infections may require the shunt to be 
removed. 

● A procedure called endoscopic third ventriculostomy (ETV), which relieves pressure without 
replacing the shunt. 

● Removing or burning away (cauterizing) the parts of the brain that produce CSF. 

The child will need regular check-ups to make sure there are no further problems. Tests are regularly done to check 
the child's developmental and for intellectual, neurological, or physical problems. 
Visiting nurses, social services, support groups, and local agencies can provide emotional support and assist with 
the care of a child with hydrocephalus who has significant brain damage. 


