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Objectives 

ÅRecognize presenting symptoms of posterior circulation stroke

ÅDizzy plus

ÅIdentify anatomy associated with posterior circulation stroke

ÅIdentify a few syndromes associated with posterior circulation 

stroke



Posterior Circulation Stroke 

ÅIschemic strokes comprise 87% of all 

strokes (ASA, 2016), 

ÅApproximately 20% of ischemic strokes 

are posterior strokes 

ÅAnnual incidence of posterior stroke in 

the US: 160,000 (estimation based upon 

the above)

ÅAs many as 165,000 strokes/year may 

be misdiagnosed in US emergency 

departments 

ÅPosterior strokes are 3X more likely to 

be misdiagnosed



PRESENTING SYMPTOMS 



Most common presenting symptoms of posterior circulation ischemia

According to the New England Medical Center Posterior 

Circulation Registry

ÅDizziness (47%)

ÅUnilateral limb weakness (41%)

ÅDysarthria (31%)

ÅHeadache (28%)

ÅNausea and Vomiting (27%)

Searls, D.E., Pazdera, L., Korbel, E., Vysata, O. & Caplan, L.R. (2012). Symptoms and signs of posterior circulation ischemia in the New 

England Medical Center posterior circulation registry. Archives of Neurology, 69(3), 346-351 doi: 10.1001/archneurol.2011.2083



Most common signs of posterior circulation ischemia 

ÅUnilateral limb weakness (38%)

ÅGait ataxia (31%)

ÅUnilateral limb ataxia (30%)

ÅDysarthria (28%)

ÅNystagmus (24%)

Searls, D.E., Pazdera, L., Korbel, E., Vysata, O. & Caplan, L.R. (2012). Symptoms and signs of posterior circulation ischemia in the New 

England Medical Center posterior circulation registry. Archives of Neurology, 69(3), 346-351 doi: 10.1001/archneurol.2011.2083



Vertigo

ÅSensation of feeling off balance 

ÅOften caused by inner ear problem

ÅBenign paroxysmal positional vertigo (BPPV)

ÅTiny calcium particles clump in inner ear canals

ÅMeniereôs Disease

ÅCaused by fluid buildup and changing pressure

ÅVertigo often accompanies tinnitus and hearing loss  

ÅVestibular Neuritis

ÅInner ear infection (usually viral)

Muncie, H.L., Sirmans, S.M., & James, E. (2017) Dizziness: approach to evaluation and 

management. American Family Physician, 95(3), 154-162. 



Dizzy plus 

ÅPrimary presentation is often ñIôm dizzyò 

ÅAsk probing questions to determine if the patient has any 
other symptoms

Å5 Dôs of posterior stroke
ÅDizziness

ÅDiplopia

ÅDysarthria

ÅDysphagia

ÅDystaxia

ÅMay also have motor/sensory deficits which mimic anterior 
circulation

http://www.emdocs.net/posterior-stroke-hints-exam/



Peripheral vs Central



HiNTS exam

ÅHead impulse testing

ÅNystagmus

ÅTest of Skew

Å100% sensitivity, 96% specificity 

Åhttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1q-

VTKPweuk

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1q-VTKPweuk


ANATOMY 



Vertebrobasilar Arterial System 

ÅUpper

ÅPosterior Cerebral Artery

ÅSuperior Cerebellar Artery

ÅMiddle

ÅBasilar Artery

ÅAnterior Inferior 

Cerebellar Artery

Å Lower

ÅVertebral Artery

ÅPosterior Inferior 

Cerebellar Artery 



Areas of the brain affected by occlusion in the vertebrobasilar

arterial system 


