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Ves$bular Func$on Tests Explained 
 

 
So, what are Vestibular Function Tests (VFTs)? 
 
These are tests to check how well the inner ear balance organs / vestibular system is working, 
to identify if there is any weakness or asymmetry between the two sides. They can also be 
used to look for specific conditions / diagnoses. 
 
I want to stress that these tests are NOT the most important part of a detailed & 
comprehensive vestibular assessment and only form one part of it. 
 
Interpretation by an experienced Vestibular Scientist as well as the requesting Doctor is 
required, as there are many ‘technical issues’ which can affect the results.  
 
Personally, I always review the ‘raw traces’ myself to decide if any abnormal results are 
relevant or not. 
 
 
Let’s go through some of the more common tests… 
 
Videonystagmography (VNG) 
 
This test measures both voluntary and involuntary eye movements, in light and in complete 
darkness. For example, you will be asked to follow a light as it moves, and then disappears. 
Additionally, your eye movements may be measured as you are moved.  
 
As the inner ear balance organs help to stabilize and control our eye movements, VNG can be 
used to identify vestibular weakness and asymmetry, as well as signs suggesting a more 
neurological issue. 
 
Tests may be done when stationary, and when on a rotating chair. 
 
 
Video Head Impulse Testing (vHIT) 
 
This test measures a reflex between the ears and the eyes, called the Vestibulo-Ocular Reflex 
(VOR). This reflex stabilizes vision during head movement (a bit like image stabilisation in a 
camera). 
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Special goggles are worn to measure the reflex. You are asked to look at a target on the wall, 
whilst your head is briskly turned small amounts to each side.  
 
The goggles measure how fast the head is turning, and with a high-speed camera how fast 
the eyes are moving in the opposite direction. 
 
This test has the ability to even identify compensated vestibular weakness, which is not 
possible from the examination alone. 
 
 
Caloric Testing 
 
The Caloric Response was described by Robert Bárány in the early 20th century, and for which 
he won the Nobel Prize. 
 
The test also utilizes the VOR. Whilst wearing special (black out) video goggles to measure 
eye movements, warm and cool water / air is delivered into the ear canals, one at a time, to 
trigger the reflex, and then the measured responses from each side are compared. 
 
During testing one can sometimes feel vertiginous and nauseous. 
 
 
Vestibular Evoked Myogenic Potentials (VEMPs) 
 
These tests try to assess different parts of the inner ears, the ‘Utricle’ & ‘Saccule’. These 
‘sensors’ can actually be stimulated by loud SOUND, resulting in activation of ear mediated 
reflexes… the Vestibulo-Ocular & Vestibulo-Colic Reflexes. 
 
During testing, loud sounds are played to the ears, and due to these reflexes, muscle 
responses at the eyes and neck can be measured. 
 
 
 
It is very important to STOP any medication which can affect the vestibular system 
prior to testing, as these can interfere with the results. 
 
The previous list is not exhaustive, and there are other tests which are also 
sometimes performed. 
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Disclaimer: This Leaflet is intended to give a brief overview of Ves:bular Func:on Tests for educa:onal purposes. It does not replace 
a comprehensive Medical Assessment, by an appropriately trained Healthcare Professional. Please discuss suggested Ves:bular 
Func:on Tests with your Doctor, for further informa:on.  


