
PERIPHERAL VESTIBULAR DISEASE
The vestibular structures are located in the inner ear and provide the brain with information
about body position and gravity.  For example if the pet is standing or lying down or if they
are walking up a hill or falling.  In fact, these structures are of a similar design to human
middle  ears.   As  you  can  imagine,  this  is  a  very  fine  tuned  system  and  any  small
discrepancies can cause problems.  It also means that peripheral vestibular disease can
be caused by a variety of problems.  These include:

• Middle or inner ear infections
• Trauma
• Polyps or masses within the middle or inner ear
• Some medications
• Idiopathic (unknown cause) is the most common!

Basically anything that effects the middle or inner ear can effect the vestibular structures.
In many cases, despite extensive testing a cause cannot be found.  There are different
forms recognised in dogs and cats.  Because often dogs are older than 8 years old, there
is a form labelled Geriatric vestibular disease.  Whilst no breeds are recognised as being
more likely to be effected, some reports suggest that medium to large breed dogs seem to
be more commonly seen.  Idiopathic vestibular disease is the cat form and this effects any
cat of any age but is rare in cats less than one year old. 

WHAT ARE THE SIGNS?

The signs that pets show when they are suffering from this disease are very distinct and
often very distressing to owners.  They include:

• spinning or walking in a circle
• head tilt
• nystagmus (jerking eye movements)
• drooling
• vomiting
• ataxia – stumbling, staggering, lack of co-ordination
• squinting or abnormal eye positions
• horners  syndrome –  droopy face on one  side  with  prolasped third

eyelid

HOW IS IT DIAGNOSED?

Diagnosis of vestibular disease is often made on the characteristic symptoms that the pets
display.  The clinical signs seem to occur very quickly (acutely) and this helps distinguish



this condition from others.   Finding the specific cause however,  is usually challenging.
First your vet will ask lots of questions and give your pet a thorough physical examination.
As we will need to examine the ear drum and most pets do not like this, we may have to
sedate your pet for this part of the examination.  The physical examination may indicate to
the vets that blood tests are required or maybe even x-rays of the head.  A swab may be
taken from the ears for culture if there is disease within the middle ear.  Your pet may even
need to be referred to a specialist for a CT scan  or MRI.

TREATMENT:

Treatment will be designed to address a specific condition if a formal diagnosis has be
found, however as often the cause can not be confirmed, medication may be directed at
the clinical signs that your pet shows.  Medications could include:

• Antibiotics
• Anti-inflammatories
• Anti-nausea treatments
• Sedation or anaesthesia for ear cleans
• Topical ear medications
• Neurological pain controllers

When you take your pet home, it is important that they have a nice quiet area to rest that is
isolated from other pets, children and is secure.  You need to know where your pet is and
we do not want them falling or stumbling and hurting themselves.  You also need to know if
you pet is eating, drinking and that they are not vomiting.

Recovery times are dependent on the cause and are variable for each individual pet.  In
some cases, pets will make a full recovery in a short period of time.  Some pets will adjust
to the changes in their  balance system and whilst  they still  have a head tilt  they can
function as normal.   Unfortunately,  some pets do not respond to treatments at all  and
continue to deteriorate.

If you have any questions regarding this condition or your pet specifically, please do not
hesitate to contact us on 53811996.


