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1. Introduction

Recent advances in neuroimaging and neurosurgical techniques provide a growing body
of evidence suggesting that deep brain stimulation (DBS) is a powerful and safe therapeu‐
tic option for medically intractable Parkinson’s disease (PD). For more than half a centu‐
ry, the thalamic ventrolateral (VL) nucleus has been an anatomical target for stereotaxy in
treating movement disorders that include PD. It plays a pivotal role in the basal ganglia-
thalamo-cortical circuit that is associated with motor brain functions. The entire output of
the basal ganglia is directed to the motor cortex via the VL nucleus where the cerebellar
and pallidal afferents terminate predominantly in the ventralis intermedius (Vim) nucleus
and ventralis oralis (Vo) nucleus, respectively. In accordance with the general concept that
the cerebellothalamic fiber connections participate in tremor genesis, thalamic Vim DBS is
now used in the treatment of a wide variety of tremor subtypes with different etiologies.
Indeed, thalamic Vim DBS can exert a striking therapeutic impact on tremor-dominant PD
that exhibits better clinical prognoses and slower disease progression with less cognitive
decline as compared to akinesia/rigidity-dominant PD. In patients with tremor-dominant
PD, tremor suppression can be achieved irrespective of age, disease duration, or baseline
disease severity. Based on recent advances in the understanding of the pathophysiology of
tremor-dominant PD, this review introduces the current use of thalamic Vim stimulation
in treating patients with PD.
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Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.



2. Surgical anatomy

The thalamic VL nucleus comprises 2 major functional territories [1-3]. Neurons in the VL
thalamus that respond to voluntary movements are located largely within the Vo [4-6], and
neurons that respond to kinesthetic/passive movements about a joint are mainly contained
within the Vim [5, 7]. The pallidothalamic inhibitory afferents terminate preferentially in the
ipsilateral Vo nucleus, with an anterior-to-posterior gradient of terminal densities through the
VL nucleus. In contrast, the cerebellothalamic excitatory afferents terminate predominantly in
the contralateral Vim nucleus, creating a posterior-to-anterior gradient of terminal densities
through the VL nucleus [8-10]. Moreover, a somatotopic arrangement, i.e., a medial-to-lateral
distribution of facial-, forelimb-, and hindlimb-receptive fields, also exists in the VL thalamic
nucleus [11-14].

The  cerebellothalamic  pathway  plays  a  role  in  the  fine  spatial  and  temporal  tuning  of
coordinated movements, as well as in the learning and retention of new motor skills. Thus,
functional interference might also be achieved in deep cerebellar nuclei and affect activi‐
ties in the striatum and cerebral cortices via the VL nucleus, thereby affecting ongoing and
intended movements [15-17].

3. Pathophysiology of parkinsonian tremor

The clinical heterogeneity of PD is well recognized, and patients can often be divided into
tremor-dominant and akinesia/rigidity-dominant subgroups. Accumulating evidence sug‐
gests that akinesia/rigidity and tremor may be associated with functional impairments of
different motor circuits. Striatal dopamine depletion and dysfunction of the basal ganglia seem
to be more important in akinesia/rigidity than in tremor. It is generally thought that tremor is
primarily related to the cerebello-thalamo-cortical pathway, while akinesia/rigidity is rooted
in the basal ganglia-thalamo-cortical pathway. Recent results from clinicopathological,
electrophysiological, and neuroimaging studies on patients with PD are discussed in the
following sections.

3.1. Clinicopathological study

Although post-mortem studies are limited, patients with tremor-dominant PD appear to
progress slowly despite a poorer therapeutic response to levodopa. A statistical analysis
performed using the Unified Parkinson’s Disease Rating Scale (UPDRS) showed that the motor
score for tremor is independent of the scores for other motor symptoms in patients with PD
[18]. Rajput et al. [19] reported that patients with tremor-dominant PD showed slower disease
progression and lower incidence of dementia than did patients with akinesia/rigidity-
dominant PD.

Patients with tremor-dominant PD have milder cell loss in the substantia nigra pars compacta
and in the locus coeruleus than do patients with non-tremor PD [20]. This suggests that patients
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with tremor-dominant PD have less dopaminergic dysfunction than do patients with non-
tremor PD. On the other hand, patients with tremor-dominant PD have considerably more cell
loss in the retrorubral area of the midbrain [21]. The retrorubral area could produce tremor via
its dopaminergic projection to the pallidum. Further, Selikhova et al. [22] reported that patients
with the non-tremor subtype had more severe cortical Lewy body pathology and were more
likely to develop dementia.

3.2. Positron emission tomography (PET) and single photon emission computed
tomography (SPECT)

SPECT using Iodine-123 fluoropropyl-carbomethoxy-3 ( [123I]FP-CIT SPECT) targets the
dopamine transporter and is used to determine ongoing loss of dopaminergic neurons in
patients with PD [23-25]. [123I]FP-CIT SPECT shows that patients with tremor-dominant PD
had less striatal dopamine depletion than do patients with non-tremor PD [26-28].

The metabolic rate of glucose measured using (18F)fluoro-2-deoxy-D-glucose PET (FDG-PET)
is known as a marker of integrated local synaptic activities and is sensitive to direct neuronal
and synaptic damage and to the functional changes in synaptic activity distant from the
primary site of pathology [29]. Using FDG-PET, Mure et al. [30] identified and validated that
the PD tremor-related pattern is characterized by covarying metabolic increases in the
cerebellum, motor cortex, and putamen. This network correlates specifically with clinical
tremor ratings, but not with akinesia/rigidity. In patients with PD tremor, high-frequency
stimulation of the Vim nucleus reduces regional metabolism and cerebral blood flow (CBF) in
the ipsilateral sensorimotor cortex and contralateral dorsal cerebellar nucleus [30-33], and
increases both measures in the Vim nucleus ipsilateral to the stimulation site [30, 34-37]. It
should be noted that changes in CBF may not reflect the direct effects of DBS but rather may
reflect sensory feedback from changes in motor activity [38].

Figure 1. Schematic representations of the stereotactic targets for Vim-DBS on the axial (A) and sagittal (B) planes.
The DBS lead implanted into the Vim nucleus is also shown in (B).
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3.3. Functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI)

Intrinsic blood oxygen consumption detected by fMRI is correlated with low-frequency
electrical amplitude fluctuations [64]. Patients with PD show increased overall activity in
networks coupled to the primary motor cortex and cerebellum, and reduced functional
connections in the supplementary motor area, dorsolateral prefrontal area, and putamen [65].
A recent study with simultaneous fMRI and EMG recording shows that the basal ganglia are
transiently activated at the onset of tremor episodes, whereas tremor amplitude-related
activity correlates with the cerebello-thalamo-cortical circuit [26]. The patients with tremor-
dominant PD had increased functional connectivity between the basal ganglia and the
cerebello-thalamo-cortical circuit.

3.4. Magnetoencephalography (MEG)

PD symptoms are related to alterations of oscillatory activity within the basal ganglia. Such
pathologically increased oscillations have been demonstrated at several frequencies [56, 57].
In particular, those below 70 Hz have been shown to be antikinetic [56]. More specifically,
oscillations at 4 to 12 Hz have been related to the origin of tremor symptoms in patients with
PD [58]. Double tremor oscillations in the β range are not coherent with simultaneously
recorded tremors [59-61]. However, a strong coherence in the β range is observed in the
primary motor cortex, supplementary motor cortex, premotor cortex, diencephalon, and
contralateral cerebellum [58]. Interestingly, this coupling can be successfully reduced by
dopamine replacement therapy [62, 63]. These data indicate that PD resting tremor is associ‐
ated with synchronous oscillatory coupling in a cerebello-thalamo-cortical loop and cortical
motor and sensory areas contralateral to the tremor hand [58].

3.5. Cell recordings

So-called “kinesthetic” cells receive afferent inputs from muscle spindles and respond to
passive joint movements. These cells are located just anterior to the nucleus ventralis caudalis
(VC), which receives tactile sensory inputs [39, 40]. Percheron et al. [8] postulated that the
kinesthetic zone is located in the latero-ventral part of the Vim nucleus, a region that sends a
majority of its axons to the motor cortex. Vitek et al. [13] reported that in a monkey model of
PD produced using 1-methyl-4 phenyl-1,2,3,6-tetrahydropyridine (MPTP), the kinesthetic
zone expands anteriorly into regions that contain the active movement-related neurons. Kiss
et al. [41] reported that in patients with tremor, there is an anterior expansion in the represen‐
tation of the kinesthetic neurons without a change in their receptive field sizes. They suggested
that tremor activates receptors responsive to deep sensations and, to a lesser degree, superficial
sensations. Thus, repetitive tremor activities could result in a gradual increase in the synaptic
efficacy of somatosensory inputs to kinesthetic neurons. Cells that respond to both somato‐
sensory inputs and active movements are referred to as “combined” cells [42, 43] and have
been identified only in patients with movement disorders.

Cells in the VL thalamic nucleus that demonstrate a discharge pattern with burst frequencies
similar to that of tremor are called “tremor cells” [44, 45]. In a monkey model of resting tremor
produced by a lesion of the ventral tegmentum, thalamic activity related to tremor frequency
is unchanged following the interruption of sensory inputs [46, 47]. This finding has led to the
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hypothesis that the tremor cells may represent a central pacemaker for generating tremor,
independent of sensory feedback [46, 48]. Tremor cells are reportedly located in the Vim
nucleus and Vo complex [43, 49, 50]. The distribution of tremor cells is important for thalamic
surgery, because tremor has been successfully treated when the radiofrequency lesion was
centered within the cluster of tremor cells [39, 51, 52]. However, recent studies show that tremor
cells are widely distributed in the Vim, Vo, and VC nuclei, and that they show no apparent
differences in proportion within each nucleus [50]. These findings suggest that the ideal
surgical target might not be determined by microelectrode recordings of tremor cells alone [49,
53]. The number of tremor cells in patients with PD is much higher than that in patients with
other movement disorders, such as essential tremor (ET) and multiple sclerosis. This may play
a role in the better surgical outcomes seen in patients with PD [50]. Based on their experiences,
Katayama et al. [53] postulated that tremor cells might play a predominant role in the lateral
portion of the Vim nucleus, an area that provides the most significant control of PD-associated
tremor, in accordance with previous reports [54, 55].

3.6. Local field potentials (LFPs)

DBS procedures enable intraoperative micro-/macrorecordings and postoperative macrore‐
cordings. Local field potentials (LFPs) can be recorded via macro- as well as microrecordings
[66]. The oscillatory activity in the β frequency range has clinical relevance to movement
disorders. It is widely distributed throughout the motor system and is desynchronized by
voluntary movement in both the Vim and subthalamic nucleus (STN) [67-69]. Levodopa and
high-frequency STN stimulation reduce β band LFP oscillations. This reduction positively
correlates with an improvement of akinesia and rigidity, but not with a decrease of tremor
[70-72], and the β range STN stimulation causes further impairment of movement in patients
with PD [73-76]. The α range oscillations in patients with tremor-dominant PD show finely
segregated muscle-specific subloops that strongly correlate with the tremor-affected muscles,
and tremor suppression can be achieved using STN-DBS in areas with pronounced α oscilla‐
tions [77, 78]. Given that basal ganglia β oscillation correlates with rigidity and akinesia and
α oscillation correlates with tremor, these findings further suggest a differential pathophysi‐
ology between akinesia-rigidity and tremor.

In summary, the pathophysiological studies on parkinsonian tremor indicate that resting
tremor may result from a pathological interaction between the basal ganglia and the cerebello-
thalamo-cortical circuit. Tremor generation in the cerebello-thalamo-cortical circuit is likely
triggered by activity in the basal ganglia.

4. Thalamic Vim DBS

4.1. Surgical procedures

The Vim DBS procedure is divided into the following five stages: (i) stereotactic imaging; (ii)
thalamic mapping; (iii) electrode implantation; (iv) receiver of pulse generator implantation;
and (v) programming. We perform the two successive steps of the procedure in the same
operative session. The first step involves fixation of the stereotactic frame, stereotactic imaging,

Current Use of Thalamic Vim Stimulation in Treating Parkinson’s Disease
http://dx.doi.org/10.5772/57105

197



and placement of the thalamic electrode after application of local anesthesia. In the second
step, the thalamic electrode is connected to the pulse generator while the patient is under
general anesthesia. The intercommissural line-based coordinates for the tentative target in the
thalamic Vim are determined 12 mm lateral to the midline, 5 mm anterior to the posterior
commissure, and on the intercommissural line. In the operating room, a precoronal burr hole
is placed 3 cm lateral to the midline, and a guiding cannula is inserted stereotactically. A
quadripolar DBS electrode (Model 3387; Medtronic) is advanced directly through the guiding
cannula. The characteristics of the tremor are assessed before, during, and immediately after
the insertion of the electrode. Improvement of tremor at the time of insertion of the lead (the
“microthalamotomy-like effect”) is considered to indicate good positioning of the electrode.
Thresholds for both intrinsic and extrinsic evoked responses are analyzed directly via the
implanted electrode with a screening device (Model 3625; Medtronic). When a satisfactory
electrode position has been achieved, the stylet of the lead and the guiding cannula are
carefully removed. The lead is fixed to the cranium with the burr hole ring and cap. General
anesthesia is induced while the stereotactic head frame is removed. The pulse generator is
implanted in a subcutaneous infraclavicular pouch after being connected to the DBS electrode
with a subcutaneous extension wire. In most patients, an Activa SC implantable pulse
generator (Medtronic) is used.

The pulse generator can be programmed immediately after surgery. If a prolonged microtha‐
lamotomy-like effect is present, the pulse generator is programmed at the time of reappearance
of the tremor. Routine postoperative CT scans are performed to rule out hemorrhage. Patients
are instructed on how to switch their device on and off using a handheld magnet, and told to
turn their device off at night when possible to maximize battery life. Some teams do not connect
the pulse generator immediately and use this period to repeat some external stimulation to
confirm that the stimulation improves tremor without side effects. This period can also be used
to perform a brain MRI to check the electrode location and possible lesion. Many radiologists
prefer this to be done before pulse generator implantation for safety reasons.

4.2. Programming challenges

The optimal stimulating parameters are determined using monopolar or bipolar stimulation.
The easiest way to screen the parameters is to study each contact one after the other: the contact
studied is programmed as the cathode, and the case is programmed as the anode. For example,
first a constant pulse width of 90 μs and a constant frequency of 160 Hz are selected. Then the
voltage is progressively increased to find the threshold for symptom suppression without
adverse effects, using the contact(s) that gives the best effect. Best results are usually obtained
at a pulse frequency of 130–185 Hz (no lower than 100 Hz), pulse width of 60–90 μs, and
amplitude of 1.5–3.6 V.

If this screening does not reveal parameters to control tremor, other combinations can be tried.
The pulse width and frequency can be increased. Stimulating more than one contact at the
same time and using bipolar stimulation can also be tried. Bipolar stimulation is particularly
useful if limiting side effects are obtained with a low voltage before reaching the threshold to
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stop tremor. If these measures are still not helpful, the position of the electrode can be checked
using MRI or CT, and re-implantation can be discussed if necessary.

4.3. Mechanism of action

Similarities in the effectiveness of thalamic DBS and thalamotomy have led investigators to
suggest that DBS acts as a reversible lesion of the thalamus, but the mechanism of action of
thalamic DBS is yet unclear. With respect to tremor suppression, 4 different hypotheses of Vim
DBS have been proposed: (1) conduction block—this hypothesis is supported by the fact that
Vim thalamotomy has similar effects to Vim DBS [83]; (2) activation of inhibitory axon
terminals that synapse onto and inhibit projection neurons [93]; (3) superimposition of
continuous stimuli onto rhythmically oscillating subcortical-cortical loops [94]; and (4)
inhibition of neuronal activity near the stimulation site while activating axonal elements that
leave the target structure [95]. Recent reports have shown that during high-frequency stimu‐
lation, glutamate and adenosine are increased [96-99], and this elevated glutamate release
could excite local interneurons, thereby increasing the production of inhibitory neurotrans‐
mitters (e.g., GABA and glycine) and resulting in a decrease in the firing rates of projection
neurons [99].

4.4. Therapeutic impacts

Before the levodopa era, severe tremor was a main indication for surgery [79]. In the 1960s,
thousands of patients with PD throughout the world received a thalamotomy [80] or other
procedures such as pallidotomy, campotomy, or pedunculotomy [81]. During this period, it
was observed that the high-frequency stimulation used for targeting during lesioning of the
thalamus significantly reduced tremor [82]. In the 1980s, Benabid et al. demonstrated that DBS
of the Vim significantly reduced tremor, and they have treated more than 100 patients with
thalamic DBS [83-85]. Several studies have demonstrated that DBS of the thalamus has
comparable control of tremor with fewer side effects than does thalamotomy. Vim DBS is
highly beneficial for tremor control, but ineffective for the other disabling features of PD,
including akinesia, rigidity, and gait and postural disturbances. Benabid et al. [85] showed that
chronic Vim stimulation is highly effective for tremor in a group of 117 tremor patients; over
85% of patients had a very good or excellent response with little or no tremor evident in the
contralateral arm. With a double-blind multicenter study to assess the efficacy of unilateral
Vim DBS against placebo, Koller et al. [86] have shown an 80% reduction in contralateral arm
tremor in 24 patients with PD tremor and 29 patients with ET with Vim DBS at the 1-year
follow-up.

With respect to the long-term efficacy of Vim DBS, Schuurman et al. [87] reported that 88% of
patients showed complete or nearly complete tremor suppression after a mean follow-up
period of 5 years. Hariz et al. [88] reported 38 patients with PD who received Vim DBS with a
follow-up period of 6 years. The long-term follow-up of Vim DBS revealed effective control of
tremor 6 years postoperatively, while axial symptoms worsened. The initial improvement in
activities of daily living (ADL) scores at the 1-year follow-up disappeared after 6 years. Hariz
et al. [89] showed significant increases in stimulation parameters for up to 1 year; however,
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after the 1-year stimulation, the parameters seemed to stabilize. By contrast, Kumar et al. [90]
reported that it was necessary to increase the current intensity over time to control tremor.
This increase in amplitude is undesirable, as it often causes paresthesia and cerebellar adverse
effects [83, 91]. During the follow-up, some tolerance (necessity to gradually increase the
voltage to control tremor) and a rebound effect (tremor much worse than before when the
stimulator is switched off) can develop [86, 89]. This affects an action tremor more frequently.
Switching off the stimulator at night can sometimes limit the tolerance effect. Recurrence of
tremor is seen in ~5% of patients several weeks or years after surgery [83, 92].

4.5. Adverse events

The stimulation-induced side effects of Vim DBS are reversible, and usually mild and accept‐
able. Incidences of stimulation-related complications reported at long-term (greater than 5
years) follow-up include paresthesia (4–38%), dysarthria (3–36%), dystonia/hypertonia (3–
16%), gait disturbance (11–16%), balance disturbance (5%), and cognitive dysfunction (2%).
Among these adverse effects, non-adjustable and long-lasting complications include dysarth‐
ria (10–27%), paresthesia (16%), gait disturbance (7%), dystonia (5%), upper limb ataxia (3–
4%), and disequilibrium (3–4%) [88, 100, 101]. Pahwa et al. [101] described occurrences of
persistent complications, including dysarthria, disequilibrium, and gait disturbance, after
bilateral stimulation, even when the stimulus parameters were optimized.

The incidence of infection appears to be 0–11% during the early follow-up periods and 0–
8% throughout the postoperative course [87, 88, 100]. Hardware failures are occasionally
found in the stimulator (0–3%), the DBS lead (0–8%), or the cable (0–3%); skin erosion (0–
4%) and hematoma requiring evacuation of the stimulator (0–3%) have also been reported
[87, 88, 100].

5. Conclusions

Vim DBS is an appropriate first-line treatment for medically intractable tremor in patients with
PD. Although its therapeutic effects on ADL outcome decreases gradually after the surgery,
long-term tremor suppression remains stable. We suggest that Vim DBS is useful for patients
with tremor-dominant PD, who manifest slow progression of disease and a good response of
non-tremor PD symptoms to dopaminergic therapy.
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