E Letter to the Editor

Creating Informed Interest
in Mal De Débarquement
Syndrome

To the Editor: Mal de débarquement syndrome (MdDS) is
a chronic illness manifested by a persistent false sensation of
nonspinning self-motion, such as rocking, swaying, bobbing, or
gravitational pull in a particular direction. The case report by
Williams et al' correctly identifies that MdDS is often complicated
by psychiatric comorbidities and that underrecognition of the
illness among clinicians poses a significant additive burden on
afflicted patients. Pertinently to the latter point, patients are
said to make an estimated average of 7-19 visits to health care
professionals before their MdDS diagnosis, which can take several
frustrating years and cost thousands of dollars for the visits,
diagnostic tests, and travel expenses.“ Unfortunately however,
the authors seem to have overlooked the publication of the
expert consensus document on MdDS diagnostic criteria, which
predates the case report by 2 years and takes some contrasting
positions.? Critically, the document, as previously noted, states
that exposure to passive motion temporarily reduces symptoms
of MdDS, which is a rather unique qualifier and diagnostic
distinction from persistent postural perceptual dizziness.*® The
document also states that clinical structural brain imaging is of
low yield in the diagnosis of MdDS, as incidental findings are
rather common.>’

The journal readership should also be made aware that the
chance of a positive outcome of MdDS has recently significantly
improved with the discovery that a central vestibular mechanism,
known as velocity storage, may be maladapted in patients
with MdDS.!%-12 Velocity storage is a major element of the
vestibulo-ocular reflex (VOR), underpinned by an interaction
between the bilateral vestibular nuclei in the brain stem and the
posterior vermal cerebellum.!*!* Activated by head rotation,
large-field visual motion, or tactile cues for continuous rotation,
this mechanism holds an estimate of head rotational velocity
in space, as expressed by nystagmus in response to head
rotation or optokinetic stimulation (OKS) or during circular
locomotion.!>!¢ In addition to serving brain stem reflexes with
a working memory-like function for self-motion,!” velocity
storage is thought to contribute to the illusory sensation of
self-motion during OKS,!8 as well as the false sensation of self-
motion in MdDS. Importantly, a maladapted velocity storage
can be corrected by a technique aimed to induce readaptation
of the VOR.!? The original approach that combines OKS and an
alternating head tilt maneuver has yielded successful outcomes in
many patients with MdDS in multiple settings,'*>* and new but
related approaches are being developed, including one that uses
OKS alone to counter gravitational pull.*

The case report! mentions that the patient responded well to
an OKS therapy, although potentially informative details of this
therapy are missing. Also unclear is whether the possibility of
reducing or tapering off amitriptyline initially prescribed to the
patient was considered at this point. Although data are lacking as
to whether a nonmedication treatment such as VOR readaptation
or cognitive-behavioral therapy can lead to reduced use of
psychoactive medication previously prescribed for comorbid
conditions that were exacerbated by MdDS, benefits of such

medication should be continually evaluated against risks associated
with its long-term use.
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