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A Patient Primer on Vertigo—Spinning Out of Control

Vertigo is the symptom of feeling like you are moving when you are not, or that the world

is moving when it is not.

Some people with vertigo feel spinning, some experience a rocking

sensation, andothers a sense that they aremovingback and forthor

sidetoside. It isa falsesensation,happeningwhenourbrainorour in-

ner ear balance systemdoesnotworkproperly. Thepart of thebrain

and innerear thathelpusbalance is called thevestibular system.The

vestibular system also helps keep our vision steady whenwemove.

Ifoureyesare thebrain’s camera, thevestibular systemis thegimbal,

stabilizing our viewof theworld fromshaking aswemove.

Part of the vestibular system is in the inner ear. It consists of the

semicircular canals, which sense head turns, and the otolith organs,

which sense gravity. Because the semicircular canals are normally

activatedbyturningyourhead,whentheymalfunction,youcanthink

youare turningyourheadwhenyouarenot. For example, oneof the

mostcommoncausesofvertigo iscalledbenignparoxysmalpositional

vertigo(BPPV).Manypeopleknowthisas“loosecrystals”disease.Nor-

mally,wedohavecrystals in theear, andtheyservean importantpur-

poseofhelpingussensegravity.Theyare locatedin2tinyorganscalled

theutricleandthesaccule,where theyaresuspended inagelmatrix,

floatingonaseaofhaircells.However,sometimesthecrystalsdislodge

fromtheutricle and float through themazelikenetworkof tunnels in

theinnerear,ultimatelyendingupinthesemicircularcanals.Whenthat

happens,simplepositionchanges likerollingover inbedresult incrys-

talsmovingaround inthesemicircularcanals.This tricks thecanal into

thinking that a rapid and intense spinning is occurring. To counteract

this, thevestibular system instructs theeyes tomove in theopposite

direction, resulting ina rhythmic twitchingcallednystagmus. Inaddi-

tion, because our brains trust our inner ears, the crystals fool us into

thinking thatwe are spinning around.

It is useful to know that there are many other causes of vertigo

inadditiontoBPPV.Someothercauses includevestibularmigraine (a

typeofmigrainethatcausesvertigoordizziness insteadofheadache),

Menieredisease,vestibularneuritis,stroke,andlabyrinthitis.Therefore,

if youdoexperiencevertigo, have it checkedoutbyaqualifiedmedi-

calprofessional.Somethingsthatcanbehelpful foryourphysician, in-

cluding recordingdetailsof thevertigo, suchashowlong it lastedand

anyothersymptomsthatyouhad.Videorecordingsofyoureyesdur-

ing a vertigo attack, if possible, can be helpful to themedical profes-

sional.Thereareeffectivetreatmentsformostcausesofvertigo.These

includephysical therapy,medications,andsurgery.Byunderstanding

the important jobofthevestibularsystem,wecanbetterevaluateand

treat those suffering fromvertigo, dizziness, and imbalance.
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FORMORE INFORMATION

University of California San Francisco Balance and Falls Center

https://ohns.ucsf.edu/balance-falls

Benign paroxysmal positional vertigo (BPPV) is the most common 

form of vertigo and occurs when the vestibular system of the inner ear 

malfunctions, causing feelings of dizziness (vertigo).

Ways to help your doctor diagnose vertigo
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Dislodged crystals from the utricle may enter a 
semicircular canal, making it extra sensitive to motion 
and resulting in an intense sensation of head spinning.

BPPV may resolve on its own or through treatment by a sequence of head 
movements (Epley maneuver) that relocates crystals back to the utricle.

Other causes of vertigo include vestibular migraine, Meniere disease, vestibular 
neuritis, stroke, and labyrinthitis. There are effecitve treatments for most causes.

Note how long each 
episode of vertigo lasts

Record video of eye 
movement during episodes

Semicircular canals
Utricle and saccule 
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