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Objective: Saccades accompanied by normal gain in video head impulse tests (vHIT) are often observed
in patients with vestibular migraine (VM). However, they are not considered as an independent indicator,
reducing their utility in diagnosing VM. To better understand clinical features of VM, it is necessary to
understand raw saccades data.
Methods: Fourteen patients with confirmed VM, 45 patients with probable VM (p-VM) and 14 age-
matched healthy volunteers were included in this study. Clinical findings related to spontaneous
nystagmus (SN), positional nystagmus (PN), head-shaking nystagmus (HSN), caloric test and vHIT were
recorded. Raw saccades data were exported and numbered by their sequences, and their features
analyzed.
Results: VM patients showed no SN, PN or HSN, and less than half of them showed unilateral weakness
(UW) on caloric test. The first saccades from lateral semicircular canal stimulation were the most pre-
dominant for both left and right sides. Neither velocity nor time parameters were significantly different
when compared between the two sides. Most VM patients (86%) exhibited small saccades, around 35% of
the head peak velocity, with a latency of 200e400 ms. Characteristics of saccades were similar in patients
with p-VM. Only four normal subjects showed saccades, all unilateral and seemingly random.
Conclusions: Small saccades involving bilateral semicircular canals with a scattered distribution pattern
are common in patients with VM and p-VM.

© 2022 PLA General Hospital Department of Otolaryngology Head and Neck Surgery. Production and
hosting by Elsevier (Singapore) Pte Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).
1. Introduction

Vestibular migraine (VM) is a common episodic vestibular dis-
order. There is no definitive test for VM, making it challenging to
diagnose. The symptoms of this disorder may vary depending on its
stage. During the ictal period, spontaneous and persistent posi-
tional nystagmus can be observed (von Brevern et al., 2004;
Polensek and Tusa, 2010; von Brevern et al., 2005). It has been re-
ported that head-shaking nystagmus occurs during interictal pe-
riods (Boldingh et al., 2013; Jeong et al., 2010). Most patients with
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VM have normal vestibular function tests when in symptom-free
stages (Huang et al., 2020; Lempert and von Brevern, 2019).

Although the video head impulse test (vHIT) is routinely used in
vertigo clinics worldwide, abnormal vHIT findings in VM are rarely
reported. In vHIT, vestibular dysfunction is generally identified by
the vestibular-ocular reflex (VOR) gain loss and evident saccades,
whereas subtle saccades with normal gain are usually overlooked.
As a ratio directly indicates vestibular abnormality, gain is more
useful than saccades (Tweed et al., 1994). Nevertheless, this mea-
surement is less sensitive than caloric test, and decreased vHIT
gains are reported in only 9e11% of VM patients (Kang et al., 2016;
Blodow et al., 2014). Qualitatively, saccades are often characterized
as overt, covert or combined based on the latency (Weber et al.,
2008). It seems unlikely that such characterization would be able
to provide a quantitative evaluation of vestibular function, although
saccades are frequently observed in VM patients (Huang et al.,
rgery. Production and hosting by Elsevier (Singapore) Pte Ltd. This is an open access
.0/).
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2020; Calic et al., 2020). This may be because previous studies only
compared VOR gain (Blodow et al., 2014) without analyzing
saccadic findings.

PR score, a recently proposed saccade time variation parameter,
may indicate vestibular recovery status (Rey-Martinez et al., 2015;
Mati~n�o -Soler et al., 2016). Saccades can be independently
measured this way. Despite this, the PR score cannot be used to
calculate unapparent saccades (velocities less than 65�/s), which
may reduce its sensitivity in identifying VM patients. Therefore, an
in-depth analysis of saccades data from VM patients, especially
those subtle ones, is needed.

Saccades may provide clinicians with a better understanding of
VM, in which vestibular test results may not be as normal as once
believed. This study compares saccades data between VM patients
(including those with probable VM [p-VM)) and normal controls to
see if saccades are more sensitive indicators of VM and should be
included in the screening vestibular test battery for episodic
vestibular disorders. Saccades included in this study were not
filtered by a strict boundary and may reflect raw saccades observed
in vHIT reports.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Subjects

Data fromvertigo patients seen at the vertigo clinic, Chinese PLA
General Hospital, between July 2020 and November 2021, including
17 thatmet the diagnostic criteria for VM and 61 for p-VM (Lempert
et al., 2012), were retrospectively reviewed. Age-matched healthy
volunteers (n ¼ 14) were also recruited. Ethics approval was ob-
tained from the Chinese PLA General Hospital ethics committee.
Vestibular test results, including spontaneous nystagmus (SN),
positional nystagmus (PN), head-shaking nystagmus (HSN) and
caloric test (unilateral weakness, UW), were documented during
their initial visit.

2.2. vHIT and saccades recording

vHIT was conducted with a video-oculography device (ICS Im-
pulse, GN Otometrics Inc., Denmark). The patient was asked to
fixate on a visual target 1 m in front of them in a sitting position.
Approximately ten fast, unpredictable, small-amplitude, passive
impulses were applied to each side by a skilled examiner. A sepa-
rate examiner examined all impulses and deleted the ones con-
taining blinking, lost track, poor calibration or low head velocity
(less than 150�/s on lateral impulses). This process excluded 3 VM
and 16 p-VM patients due to insufficient qualified samples (less
than five impulses per side).
Table 1
Clinical features of VM patients.

Patient Gender Age (Year) SN PN HSN

#1 Female 52 / / /
#2 Female 43 / / /
#3 Female 38 / / /
#4 Female 38 / / /
#5 Female 58 / / /
#6 Male 54 / / L(13)
#7 Male 46 / / /
#8 Male 58 / / /
#9 Female 35 / / /
#10 Female 38 / / /
#11 Female 63 / / /
#12 Female 17 / / /
#13 Female 47 / / /
#14 Female 32 / / /
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For saccadic data analysis, raw data were exported in XML
format (eXtensible Markup Language). Saccades were retrieved
using the open-source HitCal v5.3 software (https://github.com/
bendermh/HITCal). Saccades in each impulse were numbered ac-
cording to their sequences (Du et al., 2022). The analysis did not
establish a time or velocity boundary for saccades. In order to avoid
randomness, the rate of saccade occurrence was set to be greater
than 50% for each subgroup. Otherwise, all saccades will be
excluded from the analysis.

2.3. Data analysis

The statistical analysis was conducted using the IBM SPSS 20.0
software (SPSS Inc., Chicago, IL, USA). The unpaired student's t-test
was used on parameters that were in accordance with normal
distribution. In other cases, theWann-Whitney test was applied. All
data were presented as mean ± standard deviation. Non-
dimensional parameters, such as absolute saccade velocity, were
included in this study to eliminate possible influences caused by
peak head velocity.

Absolute saccade velocity¼ðsaccade velocityÞ=
�ðpeak head velocityÞ
Swarm, box and violin plots were combined to illustrate data

distribution, statistical characteristics and sample vergence. In the
violin plot, peaks showed more samples than valleys. Data visual-
ization was generated using the Python 3.7 software (Python
Software Foundation, DE, USA.).

3. Results

3.1. General characters of VM patients

Clinical characteristics of the 14 VM patients are summarized in
Table 1. Females outnumbered males by 11 to 3. The average age of
these patients was 44.21 ± 11.93 years. They all met the diagnostic
criteria for VM (Lempert et al., 2012) and experienced vestibular
symptoms including spontaneous vertigo, vision-induced vertigo,
positional vertigo, motion-induced vertigo and motion-induced
dizziness. PN, HSN and SN were barely noticeable in these pa-
tients. Five patients had abnormal UW results.

3.2. Saccades in VM patients

Fig. 1 shows saccades in all six semicircular canals (SCCs) on
both sides. Randomly-occurring saccades (less than half of all im-
pulses) were excluded from the analysis. Lateral SCC stimulation
UW Duration of Vestibular Syndrome
Attacks

Course of Disease

L(18%) Hours 3 years
L(63%) Hours 2 years
L(51%) Minutes 5 months
L(9%) Days 10 years
L(42%) Days 1 month
L(42%) Minutes 1 month
L(19%) Hours 3 years
R(18%) Hours 7 years
0 Days 2 years
R(5) Hours 3 years
L(23%) Hours 5 years
R(17%) Hours 3 years
L(41%) Hours 3 months
R(15%) Hours 2 years
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triggeredmost saccades, followed by the posterior SCC and anterior
SCC. There was a high incidence of saccades for both lateral SCCs in
these patients (86%, 12/14). Anterior and posterior SCC saccades
appeared to occur randomly. On both sides, the second and third
saccades were less frequently observed than the first saccade.
Therefore, the first saccade from lateral SCC stimulation appeared
to be the most crucial parameter among all saccade parameters to
describe clinical features of VM.

Table 2 compares the first saccade on the left and right sides,
showing identical interaural velocity and time characteristics. Co-
efficients of variation (CV) of velocity and time parameters showed
no statistically significant differences, suggesting that saccades
dispersity was equivalent on both sides. CV of latency indicated a
relatively scattered pattern of distribution.
Fig. 1. Completeness of saccades data for the six semicircular canals
ASC: anterior semicircular canal, PSC: posterior semicircular canal, LSC: lateral semicircular
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Fig. 2 shows a detailed analysis of the first saccade in each VM
patient. A: absolute velocities of small-amplitude saccades vary
between 0.2 and 0.5 times the peak head velocity in most patients.
B: latency of the first saccade from LSC stimulation varies from
200ms (headmovement ends at 140ms) to 400ms (recording ends
at 560 ms).
3.3. Saccades in p-VM patients

No interaural differences in saccade characters were found
among the 45 patients with p-VM (Table 3 and Fig. 3). Both left and
right sides presented small first saccades at approximately 1/3 of
the peak head velocity (no more than half of the peak head velocity
in general). The latency of the first saccade was 275 ms on left and
canal. 1st, 2nd and 3rd ¼ the 1st, 2nd and 3rd saccade.



Table 2
Comparison of 1st saccade parameters from LSC stimulation between the two sides in VM patients.

Parameters L R P

Gain 0.92 ± 0.07 0.97 ± 0.08 0.066

Velocity Velocity (�/s) 72.77 ± 32.06 78.74 ± 30.99 0.647
CV of Velocity 0.37 ± 0.13 0.30 ± 0.11 0.185
Abs. Velocity 0.34 ± 0.14 0.37 ± 0.13 0.659
CV of Abs. Velocity 0.39 ± 0.13 0.31 ± 0.11 0.122

Time Latency (ms) 288.90 ± 61.74 279.65 ± 70.01 0.735
CV of Latency 0.20 ± 0.12 0.21 ± 0.07 0.796

CV: coefficient of variation (¼ standard deviation/mean); Abs. Velocity: absolute velocity (a non-dimensional parameter); LSC: lateral semicircular canal.

Fig. 2. Analysis of the 1st saccade in individual VM patients. A: absolute velocity; B: saccade latency (ms).

Table 3
Comparison of 1st saccade parameters from lateral SCC stimulation between left and right sides in p-VM patients.

Parameters L R P

Gain 0.96 ± 0.08 0.98 ± 0.09 0.233

Velocity Velocity(�/s) 61.88 ± 22.33 69.31 ± 33.23 0.279
CV of Velocity 0.29 ± 0.10 0.31 ± 0.12 0.388
Abs. Velocity 0.31 ± 0.12 0.34 ± 0.14 0.300
CV of Abs. Velocity 0.29 ± 0.11 0.31 ± 0.12 0.401

Time Latency (ms) 275.08 ± 68.12 280.83 ± 73.55 0.736
CV of Latency 0.25 ± 0.10 0.22 ± 0.12 0.200

Y. Du, X. Liu, L. Ren et al. Journal of Otology 17 (2022) 197e202
281 ms on right for lateral SCC stimulation with head movement
ending at 140 ms. CV of latency indicated a scattered distribution
pattern.
200
3.4. Saccades in healthy controls

Among the 14 healthy controls (mean age ¼ 35.36 ± 4.30 years,
females to males ¼ 11:3), saccades were triggered in only four



Fig. 3. Analysis of 1st saccades in individual p-VM patients. A: absolute velocity; B: latency (ms).

Fig. 4. Saccades in VM patients (including p-VM). LLRL: left and right lateral SCCs.
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subjects, all unilateral and seemingly random. The saccade veloc-
ities varied from 0.1 to 0.5 times of themaximumhead velocity. The
interval between saccades ranged from 152 to 524 ms.
201
4. Discussion

Our findings show that saccades are commonly present in pa-
tients with VM and p-VM, usually bilateral from stimulation of
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lateral semicircular canals and in the presence of a normal VOR
gain. In patients with VM, these saccades are small with a scattered
distribution pattern (see Fig. 4). In our study, parameters of sac-
cades were essentially identical between the left and right sides. In
healthy subjects, saccades in the presence of normal VOR gainwere
rare compared to VM patients and only on one side.

Preconceived notions suggest that subtle saccades without gain
loss are always considered normal for peripheral and central
vestibular systems. Such events have been ignored previously since
vHIT gain is always the first concern. However, vHIT includes not
only the VOR, but also saccades. VOR is an instant response to a
passive head movement. By shifting the gaze, saccades can main-
tain the image in the fovea to minimize the visual-fovea gap. With
vestibular deficits, saccade velocity and eye movement after VOR
are related (John and Zee, 2015). During VM attacks, there may be
spontaneous nystagmus and persistent positional nystagmus (von
Brevern et al., 2004; Polensek and Tusa, 2010; von Brevern et al.,
2005), but they do not last long (Calic et al., 2020). Saccades
persist when symptoms subside, suggesting that potential
dysfunction once existed.

The small amplitude of saccades in VM may suggest that
vestibular function is relatively intact in the absence of symptoms.
In addition to retinal slip, positional errors can also cause saccades
(de Brouwer et al., 2002). This may partially explain why saccades
are observed on the healthy side in vestibular neuritis and
Meniere's disease (MD) (Du et al., 2021, 2022). On the other hand,
based on our findings, saccades appear to be randomly distributed
on one side in healthy individuals, which is different from saccades
in VM patients.

It is also possible that saccades may indicate some level of
perception (Grüsser, 1983). VM patients seem more likely to suffer
from imbalance, motion sickness and anxiety (Balci and Akdal,
2020). In addition, patients with VM may experience abnormal
spatial orientation integration (Winnick et al., 2018; King et al.,
2019). A recent study by Bonaldson suggests that patients with
VM are likely to suffer from cognitive dysfunction (Donaldson et al.,
2021). Since there are no appropriate indicators of the patient's
functional status, designing a rehabilitation program for VM pa-
tients is always challenging. Saccades may aid physicians in
determining the disease status in patients with VM. Moreover,
Saccades, as a sensitive parameter, may be an indicator of VM or p-
VM syndrome and should be included in a screening vestibular test
battery for evaluation of episodic vestibular disorders.

Further research regarding saccade changes in patients with VM
should not be neglected. A proper vestibular function test is
essential when it is challenging to differentiate VM from MD
(Blodow et al., 2014; Calic et al., 2020). Comparison of saccades
between VM and MD patients may be helpful. Similar bilateral
saccades may also indicate potential bilateral vestibular dysfunc-
tion, for which more thorough investigation is needed.
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