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Abstract: REM sleep without atonia (RSWA) is the polysomnographic (PSG) hallmark of rapid eye
movement (REM) sleep behavior disorder (RBD), a feature essential for the diagnosis of this condition.
Several additional neurophysiological aspects of this complex disorder have also recently been
investigated in depth, which constitute the focus of this narrative review, together with RSWA. First,
we describe the complex neural network underlying REM sleep and its muscle atonia, focusing on the
disordered mechanisms leading to RSWA. RSWA is then described in terms of its polysomnographic
features, and the methods (visual and automatic) currently available for its scoring and quantification
are exposed and discussed. Subsequently, more recent and advanced neurophysiological features
of RBD are described, such as electroencephalography during wakefulness and sleep, transcranial
magnetic stimulation, and vestibular evoked myogenic potentials. The role of the assessment of
neurophysiological features in the study of RBD is then carefully discussed, highlighting their
usefulness and sensitivity in detecting neurodegeneration in the early or prodromal stages of RBD,
as well as their relationship with other proposed biomarkers for the diagnosis, prognosis, and
monitoring of this condition. Finally, a future research agenda is proposed to help clarify the many
still unclear aspects of RBD.

Keywords: REM sleep behavior disorder; REM sleep without atonia; polysomnography; neurophysiology;
electroencephalography; transcranial magnetic stimulation; vestibular evoked myogenic potentials

1. Introduction

For the International Classification of Sleep Disorders 3rd Edition (ICSD-3) [1], rapid eye
movement (REM) sleep behavior disorder (RBD) is a parasomnia manifested by vivid,
often frightening dreams accompanied by simple or complex motor behaviors during REM
sleep. Patients seem to “enact their dreams” with their behaviors, probably mirroring the
dream content [2]. Idiopathic (or isolated) RBD (iRBD) is an established early manifestation
of a neurodegenerative disease, especially synucleinopathy [3]. RBD can be found in a
large proportion of both children and adults with narcolepsy, representing a form of REM
sleep motor behavior dyscontrol [4,5], and it seems to be a phenotype distinct from iRBD,
with less marked sex predominance, more elementary and less complex movements and
less violent behavior in REM sleep, younger age of onset, and orexin deficiency (a feature
of narcolepsy type 1) [6,7].
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The polysomnographic (PSG) hallmark of RBD is decreased muscle atonia during
REM sleep, also called REM sleep without atonia (RSWA), because of increased electromyo-
graphic (EMG) activity during this stage, and this is a feature essential for the diagnosis of
this condition, which is thus based on both clinical and laboratory findings [1]. The search
for reliable biomarkers of RBD and its evolution into an overt synucleinopathy is a very
lively field of interest, with many studies being published [8]. However, RSWA remains the
most important neurophysiological aspect, being necessary for the diagnosis of RBD [9]. In
addition, several additional neurophysiological aspects have recently been investigated in
depth, which will constitute the focus of this narrative review together with RSWA.

2. REM Sleep Network and REM Atonia Neurophysiopathology

Knowledge about the neural circuitry underling REM sleep physiology and mecha-
nisms causing RSWA mostly arises from animal, post-mortem, and radiological studies.
Brainstem lesions due to neurodegeneration, demyelination, tumors, or ischemic injury
may cause RSWA and lead to secondary RBD [10-13].

Early animal studies showed that a state characterized by muscle atonia and rapid
eye movement persists following decortication, or brainstem transections rostral to the
pons in Jouvet’s “pontine cat” [14]. In addition, the sublaterodorsal tegmental nucleus
(SLD), also called the subcoeruleus nucleus (SubC), contains many neurons that show
tonic firing selective to the paradoxical (or REM) sleep (PS) state, thus called “PS-on”
neurons [15]. Although initial studies indicated that the nature of SLD or SubC PS-on
neurons was cholinergic [16], further research demonstrated that vesicular glutamate
transporter 2 (vGlut2), a specific marker of glutamatergic neurons, was expressed in c-
Fos-positive neurons localized in the SLD or SubC after PS hypersomnia [17]. Moreover,
genetic inactivation of glutamatergic transmission in SLD or SubC neurons induces a 30%
decrease in PS quantities and the occurrence of RBD, confirming the glutamatergic nature
of SLD or SubC neurons generating PS [18]. Tract-tracing data also revealed that SLD or
SubC glutamatergic PS-on neurons send descending projections to the gamma-amyno-
butyric acid (GABA) and glycinergic neurons located in the nucleus raphe magnus, as
well as the ventral alpha gigantocellular and lateral paragigantocellular reticular nuclei,
inducing muscle atonia, but not to the intralaminar thalamus neurons known to mediate the
activation of the cortex during REM sleep [18]. Conversely, cholinergic and noncholinergic
neurons, located in the SLD or SubC, pedunculopontine, and laterodorsal tegmental
nuclei, and glutamatergic neurons in the reticular formation projecting to the thalamus
and hypothalamus (that seem to be firing both during waking and PS) are believed to play
a role in cortical activation during REM sleep. Concerning the limbic cortical structures,
only the dentate gyrus, anterior cingulate, and retrosplenial and medial entorhinal cortices
seem to be activated during PS [19].

Recent findings suggest that the onset of a REM sleep episode might be due to a
complex and still largely unknown mechanism implicating the activation of PS-on melanin-
concentrating hormone and GABAergic neurons in the lateral hypothalamus [20]. This
would remove the GABAergic tone of PS-off neurons located in the ventrolateral part of
the periaqueductal gray (vIPAG) and the adjacent dorsal part of the deep mesencephalic
nucleus (dDPMe), which gate PS by tonically inhibiting the PS-on neurons of the SLD or
SubC during wakefulness and slow-wave sleep [21,22], combined with the continuous
presence of a glutamatergic input. PS-on GABAergic neurons localized in the lateral
hypothalamus, dorsal paragigantocellular nuclei, and vIPAG also seem to inactivate the
PS-off orexin and aminergic neurons during REM sleep [23]. Conversely, the activation of
arousal systems, reciprocally inhibiting the GABAergic PS-on neurons, might determine
the exit from a REM sleep state [19], allegedly forming a “flip-flop” switch model for
REM sleep.

REM sleep atonia (see Figure 1) is basically due to both the inhibition and decreased
activation [24] of cranial and spinal skeletal motor neurons, which exhibit a tonic hyperpo-
larization during physiological REM sleep [25]. In fact, blockage of both the GABA and
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glycine motor neuron receptors prevents muscle paralysis during REM sleep [26]. During
REM sleep, cranial and spinal motor neurons are very likely to be inhibited by the GABA
and glycinergic neurons located in the ventromedial medulla (VMM). Additionally, the
spinal motor neurons seem to also be inhibited by the spinal interneurons [26,27]. More-
over, decreased or lost glutamatergic, noradrenergic, dopaminergic, and hypocretinergic
activity may contribute to reduce motor neuron excitability, thus strengthening muscle
atonia during REM sleep [28-30]. The VMM and spinal interneurons are under the direct
control of a group of glutamatergic neurons located within a small reticular region of the
pontine tegmentum, namely the SLD or SubC, which act as an REM sleep generator and
controller (REM-on cells), which is thought to be necessary and sufficient for generating
REM sleep atonia [13,31-33]. SLD or SubC glutamatergic REM-on cells and VMM GABA
and glycinergic neurons constitute the main REM atonia circuitry [34].
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Figure 1. Schematic representation of the REM sleep atonia circuitry. Ach = acetylcholine,
LDT = laterodorsal tegmental nucleus, PPT = pedunculopontine nucleus, SLD = sublaterodorsal
tegmental nucleus, SubC = subcoeruleus nucleus, and VMM = ventromedial medulla.

Some studies suggest a cholinergic modulation of REM paralysis circuitry [35].
Weng et al. [36] showed that SLD neurons are influenced by acetylcholine, which was
found to exert both pre-and post-synaptic excitatory effects on glutamatergic spinally
projecting SLD neurons. These cells should promote REM atonia, suggesting a cholinergic
mechanism of regulation of REM sleep atonia. SLD neurons are likely to be activated by
cholinergic neurons of the pedunculopontine and laterodorsal tegmental nuclei during
REM sleep.
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The first animal model of RBD was described by Michael Jouvet [14], who found that
physical lesions of the dorsal pontine tegmentum interneurons caused abnormal motor
behavior during REM sleep in cats, mimicking those observed in human RBD. Subsequent
animal models showed that the generator of atonia was located in the SLD and VMM nuclei,
which act as an integral brainstem circuit, playing a crucial role in triggering physiological
REM sleep atonia. They also showed that the glutamatergic neurons within the SLD are
necessary and sufficient for generating REM atonia. Accordingly, selective damage to
glutamatergic SLD projections causes RSWA [13,34,37]. Conversely, stimulation of these
regions during wakefulness produced muscle paralysis [33]. Postmortem analysis of brains
from patients with iRBD showed neural loss, gliosis, Lewy bodies, and neurite deposition
in the brain areas involved in controlling REM sleep, such as SLD and VMM [13,38].
Moreover, signs of damage in the dorsal pons and the subcoeruleus region in patients with
RBD were also shown by neuroimaging studies [39,40].

In conclusion, the SLD nucleus, and namely its glutamatergic REM-on neurons, is
the brain region that triggers REM sleep atonia by stimulating the VMM and the spinal
interneurons that directly inhibit motor neurons by GABA-and glycinergic projections.
SLD and VMM constitute the so-called “REM sleep atonia circuit”, and lesions in this area
prevent REM sleep paralysis.

3. REM Sleep without Atonia (RSWA)
3.1. Polysomnographic Features

Physiological REM sleep is characterized by complete muscle atonia with a markedly
decreased amplitude for the EMG signal. As said above, RSWA is the neurophysiological
and polysomnographic hallmark of RBD, and it is represented by a persistent muscle tone
during REM sleep, resulting in either sustained (tonic) excessive activity during REM
sleep in the chin EMG, intermittent (phasic) excessive activity during REM sleep in the
chin or limb EMG, or both. The tonic and phasic components of RSWA can be present
and isolated from each other or in combination, such as bursts of phasic EMG activity
superimposed on a tonically increased muscle tone. According to the latest American
Academy of Sleep Medicine (AASM) scoring manual [41], a 30-s epoch of REM sleep is
defined as tonic when at least 50% of its duration contains a chin EMG with an amplitude
greater than the minimum amplitude observed in non-REM sleep. On the other hand, the
same scoring manual defines the phasic components of RSWA as excessive transient muscle
activity bursts on the chin and limb EMG channels lasting 0.1-5.0 s with an amplitude at
least 4 times as high as the background EMG activity. Moreover, a 30-s REM sleep epoch,
subdivided into 3-s mini-epochs, is considered to have excessive phasic EMG activity when
at least 50% of the 3-s mini-epochs contain bursts of transient EMG activity [41].

RSWA must be differentiated from increased muscle tone related to other different
activities (artifacts), such as respiratory arousals, snoring, limb movements, and body
movements. Furthermore, RSWA can be triggered or exacerbated by different drugs,
such as tricyclic antidepressants, selective serotonin reuptake inhibitors, monoamine oxi-
dase inhibitors, mirtazapine, venlafaxine, and betablockers. However, further studies are
needed to assess cause—effect relationships [42-47]. Although the quantification of RSWA
is mandatory for the diagnosis of RBD, both the AASM scoring manual and the ICSD-3 do
not provide established cut-off values for RSWA, nor do they say how many tonic phasic
epochs are needed to define RSWA [1,41].

3.2. Visual Scoring

Different visual scoring methods to detect and quantify RSWA have been developed
and validated. However, there is no consensus on which method is more efficient or which
muscle group is better suited to identify or quantify RSWA and distinguish RBD from
healthy subjects. It is important to note that in this paper, we refer to phasic or tonic EMG
activations during REM sleep that should not be confused with the phasic or tonic subtypes
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of REM sleep, usually identified on the basis of the presence or absence of eye movement
activity during this sleep stage.

The first and the most widely used visual method for scoring RSWA was developed
in 1992 by Lapierre and Montplaisir [48], here referred to as the “Montreal” method.
According to this method, a 20-s REM sleep epoch is defined as tonic when sustained
chin EMG lasts more than 50% of the epoch duration, with an amplitude at least twice
the background EMG activity or greater than 10 uV. The percentage of tonic REM sleep
epochs defines the tonic EMG density. Phasic activity is defined as bursts of EMG activity
with an amplitude exceeding 4 times the background and lasting 0.1-10 s. Phasic EMG
activity can occur in either atonic or tonic REM sleep epochs and is scored by dividing
a 20-s [48] or a 30-s [49] REM sleep epoch into 2-s mini-epochs. The percentage of 2-s
mini-epochs containing phasic chin EMG activity defines the phasic chin EMG density.
The authors validated this method in a population of 80 subjects with clinical diagnoses
of RBD, identifying RSWA if there was a tonic EMG density >30% or phasic chin EMG
density >15% [49,50].

The Barcelona Innsbruck group (SINBAR) validated their visual scoring methods in
30 RBD patients (15 iRBD and 15 associated with Parkinson’s Disease (PD)) and 30 control
subjects, analyzing REM sleep EMG activity in 11 different muscles, including the men-
talis muscle and the flexor digitorum superficialis muscle (FDS), bilaterally in the upper
limbs [51]. Tonic chin EMG activity was scored in 30-s epochs only in the mentalis muscle
according to the Montreal method [50]. Phasic EMG events were scored separately in each
EMG channel in 3-s mini-epochs as bursts of EMG activity lasting 0.1-5 s with an amplitude
at least twice the background. Each 3-s mini-epoch was scored as having or not having
phasic EMG activity. When phasic EMG activity bursts emerged in 3-s mini-epochs with
tonic EMG activity, the amplitude of the phasic activity had to be at least twice the tonic
background EMG activity. Moreover, each 3-s mini-epoch was scored as having or not
having any EMG activity, containing irrespectively tonic or phasic activity or a combination
of them [51]. The SINBAR group suggested the following cut-off values with the best
specificity and sensitivity to identify RBD: >16.3% of the 3-s mini-epochs containing phasic
chin EMG activity, >18% of the 3-s mini-epochs having any chin EMG activity, >32% of the
3-s mini-epochs having any chin EMG activity combined with bilateral FDS phasic EMG
activity, and >27% of the 30-s epochs having any chin EMG activity combined with bilateral
FDS phasic EMG activity [51]. The latter cut-off value was suggested as the most reliable
evidence-based cut-off to distinguish RBD patients from their controls in the ICSD-3 [1].

Another group developed a visual scoring method for short-duration phasic EMG
activity during REM sleep, known as the phasic EMG metric (PEM), in the submentalis,
tibialis anterior, and brachioradialis muscles for the identification of RBD [52]. The PEM was
defined as the percentage of 2.5-s intervals containing any discrete bursts of EMG activity
lasting >100 ms with an amplitude at least 4 times higher than the pre-sleep background
activity. The RBD patients showed higher levels of PEM activity in the mentalis and
brachioradialis muscles than their controls [52].

Another visual scoring method was developed by McCarter et al. [53] by combining
the tonic, phasic, and any EMG activity in the submentalis and tibialis anterior muscles,
which was validated in a cohort of 20 RBD patients with PD, 20 patients with obstructive
sleep apnea, and 20 patients with snoring. The tonic EMG activity was scored in each 30-s
REM sleep epoch according to the Montreal method [50]. Phasic and any EMG activity
were scored in 3-s mini-epochs and identified as any activity lasting 0.1-14.9 s with an
amplitude 4 times greater than the background [53]. The authors provided the following
cut-off values for the definition of RSWA using 3-s mini-epochs: >15.5% phasic, 21.6% any,
and 1.2% tonic submentalis EMG activity; 30.2% for phasic and any tibialis anterior EMG
activity; and 37.9% phasic and 43.4% any EMG activity in the combined submentalis and
tibialis anterior muscles [53]. However, the same authors further validated their method
in a population of 45 consecutive patients, including 15 with iRBD, finding very similar
RSWA diagnostic cut-off values [54].
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Recently, a comparative study has shown a very high degree of agreement between
the two visual scoring methods (i.e., the Montreal and SINBAR methods) when considering
tonic or any EMG activity in a large cohort of PD patients with and without RBD [55].

Further larger studies are needed to assess a reliable and usable visual scoring method
for quantifying RSWA in RBD or both iRBD and association with alpha-synucleinopathies
and to assess which muscle groups or combinations of them are most reliable to identify RSWA.

Table 1 reports a short list of studies in which data are reported on the accuracy of
some different methods for the quantification of RSWA being used for the diagnosis of
RBD. Even if a relatively wide range of accuracy values have been reported with all visual
methods, there seems to be a good agreement that all of them can perform reliably and
with comparable degrees of accuracy.

Table 1. Accuracy of some different methods (visual and automatic) for the quantification of RSWA when used for the

diagnosis of RBD.
Study Method Marker Type RBD Sample Size Accuracy
Visual methods
McCarter et al., 2014 [53] Diagnostic
McCarter et al., 2017 [54] AASM [41] Diagnostic % 0.750-0.978
McCarter et al., 2014 [53] Diagnostic
McCarter et al., 2015 [45] . Diagnostic 65 0.817-1.000
McCarter et al., 2017 [54] Mayo Clinic [53] Diagnostic
McCarter et al., 2019 [56] Prognostic 60 0.563-0.925
Ferri et al., 2014 [49] Diagnostic
Figorilli et al., 2017 [55] Montreal Group [48] Diagnostic 270 0.597-1.000
Figorilli et al., 2020 [57] Diagnostic
Figorilli et al., 2017 [55] Diagnostic
Figorilli et al., 2020 [57] SINBAR [51] Diagnostic 203 0.548-0.952
Nepozitek et al., 2019 [58] Diagnostic
Automatic methods
Ferri et al., 2013 [59] Diagnostic
Ferri et al., 2014 [49] Diagnostic
Figorilli et al., 2017 [55] Diagnostic
McCarter et al., 2014 [53] RAT[60,61] Diagnostic 214 0.633-1.000
McCarter et al., 2015 [45] Diagnostic
McCarter et al., 2017 [54] Diagnostic
Yoshino et al., 2015 [62] AASM [62] Diagnostic 24 0.854
Frauscher et al., 2014 [63] SINBAR [63] Diagnostic 20 0.563-0.925
Cesari et al., 2019 [64] Danish Center [64] Diagnostic 31 0.842

AASM = American Academy of Sleep Medicine; SINBAR = Sleep Innsbruck Barcelona Group; RAI = REM Sleep Atonia Index; Danish
Center = Danish Center for Sleep Medicine.

3.3. Automatic Scoring

Visual scoring of RSWA is a time-consuming process and may be challenging even
for expert scorers. Therefore, multiple efforts have been made to develop computerized
methods for the quantification and detection of RSWA [65,66].

The method that, to date, counts the highest number of published articles is the so-
called REM Atonia Index (RAI), proposed by Ferri et al. in 2008 [60,61,67]. It is based on
the analysis of the amplitude of the rectified submentalis EMG signal in 1-s mini-epochs.
Theoretically, the RAI varies from 0 (total loss of atonia) to 1 (complete atonia), and the
threshold for definite RSWA is below 0.8 [61]. This method has shown a relatively low
night-to-night variability [59], good sensitivity and specificity, and good correlation to the
visual methods [49]. The RAl was validated for patients with iRBD [61] and PD-RBD [55,68],
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and it is also reliable in patients with RBD and comorbid OSA [54] and for the detection of
RSWA in narcolepsy [69,70], including children [4].

In 2007, Burns et al. [71] developed an algorithm comparing the variance of the chin
EMG during 3-s REM sleep mini-epochs to a threshold based on the variance during
non-REM sleep, defining the supra-threshold REM EMG activity metric (STREAM) as the
percentage of REM sleep mini-epochs above that threshold.

Mayer et al. [72] proposed a method for the quantification of motor activity over a
baseline of clearly absent EMG chin activity during REM: each activation above twice the
baseline is classified into short (sMI) and long movements (IMI), and an hourly index is
calculated. This method demonstrated a sensitivity of 72.5% and a specificity of 86.7% for
the detection of RBD. Kempfner et al. [73] used a support vector machine that, through a
complex combination of subject-specific features and the detection of outliers, analyzed the
chin and tibialis EMG and electrooculography signal and correctly separated patients with
RBD, periodic leg movements, and healthy controls. The method proposed by Frandsen
et al. [74] quantifies muscle activation. After an amplitude curve is generated, the median
amplitude is calculated for each 30-s epoch. Muscle activity is identified when the curve is
larger than four times a defined baseline.

Three algorithms published in the literature are based on the transcription of the
visual criteria described in the previous paragraph: the SINBAR criteria [51] were applied
in integrated software [63], the McCarter et al. criteria [53] were used in another study in
2018 [75], and Bliwise et al.’s PEM [52] was computed with the use of wavelet analysis [76].
Another semi-automatic algorithm was described in a small study, consisting of a complex
processing analysis of the submentalis and tibialis EMG and electrocardiographic (ECG)
channels [77].

Cooray et al. [78] correctly identified patients with RBD using a trained random forest
classifier that combined the RAI [60,61], STREAM [71], and the method by Frandsen et al. [74]
with the analysis of features of sleep architecture and the EMG fractal exponent. This
method was reported to be feasible even with a minimum set of sensors (EMG and
ECG) [79]. Recently, Cesari et al. [80] developed a data-driven method for the identi-
fication of movements in chin and tibialis anterior EMG using a probabilistic model of
atonia in healthy controls and EMG areas that were not likely atonic, showing an accu-
racy of 70.8% for the identification of iRBD. In 2021, a similar data-driven system was
implemented for the identification of PD-RBD [81].

All automatic methods described here have been reported to have acceptable sensi-
tivity and specificity in their studies of presentation. However, their comparison showed
variable performance, making it impossible to assess the optimal method [82], although
the RAI seemed to be the most reliable in the identification of RBD. Further comparative
studies on larger numbers of recordings are required to identify the most reliable algorithm
in order to introduce it in the scoring guidelines for everyday clinical practice. However, as
reported in Table 1, automatic methods seem to perform with an accuracy comparable to
that of visual methods.

4. Other Neurophysiological Features
4.1. Electroencephalography during Wakefulness and Sleep

Patients with iRBD show some electroencephalographic (EEG) features that have also
been reported in neurodegenerative disorders, such as PD and dementia with Lewy bodies
(DLB) [83]. These changes typically include diffuse EEG slowing during wakefulness,
although this is more evident over the occipital scalp areas [84]. Notably, this cortical
slowdown has been associated with cognitive decline, thus suggesting a parallel between
neuropsychological and electrophysiological impairment. It should be remarked that
higher absolute delta and theta power in all cortical regions were able to identify iRBD
patients with a higher risk of short-term progression into alpha-synucleinopathy [84].

EEG-derived sleep macro- and microstructure changes have also been proposed as
neurophysiological markers. However, despite some intriguing findings, no longitudinal
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studies have been carried out. A previous study only reported that RSWA quantification,
particularly high tonic chin EMG activity at the baseline, could predict a higher risk of con-
version to PD [84]. A recent high-density EEG study revealed abnormal sleep homeostasis
in iRBD patients [85]. Namely, the healthy controls (but not the RBD patients) exhibited a
decrease in beta power during phasic compared with tonic REM sleep. Moreover, the RBD
patients displayed a reduced decline in SWA from early to late non-REM sleep, as well
as reduced overnight changes in the distribution of the slow-wave amplitude. Therefore,
without suppression of the beta rhythms during phasic REM sleep, RBD patients showed
increased cortical arousal, possibly favoring the occurrence of behavioral episodes. The au-
thors concluded that a blunted difference between the REM sleep substages may represent
a sensitive biomarker for RBD and that a reduced overnight decline in SWA would suggest
a reduced synaptic plasticity in RBD [85]. Eventually, this would favor progression toward
a neurodegenerative disorder.

Another study indicated the presence of increased EEG microstructure instability
during REM sleep in drug-naive iRBD patients [86], with power frequencies of the EEG
spectrum <15 Hz showing a smaller REM-related decrease than the controls and an increase
in the beta band (possibly correlated with the persistence of muscle activity). Treatment
with clonazepam induced a partial return of the power of frequencies <15 Hz to normal
values. Instability of the normalized EEG power was also increased and was significantly
decreased by clonazepam.

Studies on the cyclic alternating pattern (CAP) [87] assessing non-REM sleep instability
have also been carried out with few consistent results. One report found increased slow
EEG transients (called A1 CAP subtypes) and decreased fast EEG events (A2 and A3 CAP
subtypes) in untreated iRBD patients [88]. In the same study, long-term treatment with
clonazepam was found to be accompanied by a decrease in non-REM sleep instability and
the duration of EEG transients. Another study reported different findings, with a global
increase in the CAP due in particular to the A2 and A3 subtypes. On the contrary, the
Al CAP subtypes were found to be decreased in RBD patients [89]. Finally, a third study
found decreased global CAP measures in iRBD patients, especially because of a decrease in
A1l CAP subtypes [90]. Thus, the value of the study of non-REM sleep instability in RBD
still remains to be clarified.

Additionally, the sleep spindle density has been reported to be abnormal in patients
with RBD, with a decrease in fast (but an increase in slow) spindles, which was interpreted
as a potentially predictive biomarker of future neurodegeneration in these patients [91].
Another study also reported a global decrease in the spindle density in iRBD and PD
patients with RBD and suggested that this decrease might be considered a supportive
diagnostic tool in these conditions [92].

It is also worth mentioning a recent study based on advanced EEG analysis methods
reporting that theta-band bursts and a decreased alpha-band burst in EEG, recorded during
wakefulness with eyes closed, might predict future conversion to PD or DLB [93]. Finally,
artificial intelligence and machine learning, combining information on muscle atonia and
sleep architecture, promise to be able to perform an accurate identification of RBD patients
in the near future [78].

Finally, recent studies have suggested that the use of information derived from the
electrooculogram, a necessary signal for sleep staging, can be useful for supportting the
diagnosis of RBD, especially when associated with other parameters derived from EMG [79]
or EEG [81] analysis.

4.2. Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation

Non-invasive brain stimulation techniques, such as transcranial magnetic stimulation
(TMS) and transcranial direct current stimulation, are widely used to functionally investi-
gate the neural pathways and brain network in vivo, also providing prognostic measures
and neuromodulatory activity [94-100]. Accordingly, the data from EEG and functional
neuroimaging, during both wakefulness and sleep, have suggested the involvement of
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different transmission systems which seem to be impaired in synucleinopathy, including
PD, multiple system atrophy, and DLB [101,102].

Coherently, a number of studies have been carried out to evaluate the electrophysio-
logical pattern of cortical excitability, neural plasticity, and functional connectivity to TMS
in different sleep disorders [103-106]. In particular, most of the evidence converged on
changes to both short-latency intracortical inhibition (SICI) and intracortical facilitation
(ICF) in patients with PD, including those in the early stages, in terms of decreased SICI
and reduced ICFE. Translationally, this would indicate a disinhibition and a hypofacili-
tation of the motor cortex that are compatible with an impaired GABA and glutamate
neurotransmission, respectively [107-113].

On the contrary, to date, only two TMS studies have been performed with iRBD
patients. The first [114] reported an impairment of the short-latency afferent inhibition
(SAI) that may support the hypothesis of cholinergic dysfunction in subjects developing
cognitive impairment. This result was confirmed in a second study by the same research
group on patients with RBD associated to PD, which can be viewed as the correlate of a
cholinergic involvement at the basis of the cognitive decline observed in these subjects [115].
The authors concluded that cholinergic degeneration significantly contributes to non-motor
Parkinsonian features, also raising the possibility that RBD increases the risk of cognitive
impairment in PD [114]. Taken together, these findings may help to achieve an early recog-
nition of the cognitive decline in PD and stimulate future “TMS-targeted” treatments [101].
The second very recent study [116] found that in patients still asymptomatic for a neurode-
generative disorder, changes in ICF and, to a lesser extent, SICI might precede the onset of
future neurodegeneration. Furthermore, SICI correlated with the muscle tone alteration
during REM sleep, possibly supporting the proposed RBD model of retrograde influence
on the cortex from the brainstem [116].

Based on these considerations, it can be hypothesized that the activity of the brainstem
centers may also be implicated in the physiological suppression of muscle activity during
wakefulness [117]. Conversely, in RBD, an impaired control, arising from the brainstem
and ascending to the supratentorial structures, might cause both the reduction of REM
sleep atonia and an imbalance between SICI and ICF in favor of the former. A recent EEG
study also seems to support this hypothesis. The REM sleep microstructure EEG changes
indicate subtle but significant alterations in the cortical electrophysiology in isolated RBD
patients, possibly representing the early stage of a future neurodegenerative process [86].

Overall, although still limited, TMS studies provide novel insights into the mecha-
nisms underlying cortical dysfunction in PD and RBD and might open future therapeutic
avenues. When integrated with clinical, neuroimaging, and sleep-related data, TMS
findings are suggestive of an electrocortical imbalance with multiple neurotransmission
pathways involved in RBD. Longitudinal studies are required to verify whether the abnor-
malities detected at this early stage do correlate with the clinical progression of RBD.

4.3. Vestibular Evoked Myogenicpotentials

The brainstem has been identified as a key player in the pathophysiological process
leading to the development of iRBD. Vestibular evoked myogenic potentials (VEMPs)
(cervical (cVEMP), masseter (nVEMP), and ocular (0VEMP) VEMPs) are a group of neuro-
physiological tools for the extensive and indirect assessment of the brainstem’s function
along its whole length, thus also allowing the identification of subclinical brainstem abnor-
malities in clinically and radiologically silent regions [118].

De Natale et al. [119] were the first to report significantly altered VEMPs in iRBD
patients (without any sign of motor impairment), with a primary and severe involvement
of VEMPs assessing the rostral part of the brainstem (mVEMP and oVEMP), implying that
cellular and connection derangement are more represented in this brainstem area, which is
also in line with the current pathophysiological understanding of RBD in PD [120]. Further-
more, the correlation between RSWA and VEMP alteration might represent a prodromal
aspect that anticipates the possible evolution from iRBD to neurodegeneration, while



Brain Sci. 2021, 11, 1588

10 of 17

dopamine transporter scan alteration might represent a later step [121]. These findings
enrich the knowledge on the degree of brainstem involvement in iRBD and constitute the
basis for further research in this field, including follow-up studies to assess indirectly the
evolution of VEMP abnormalities (as an example, to define a subpopulation of iRBD pa-
tients with or without VEMPs alterations who will or will not develop a synucleinopathy).

5. Role of Neurophysiological Assessment in the Study of RBD
5.1. Neurophysiology and Neurodegeneration

Overall, the electrophysiological evidence reviewed here converges on the hypothesis
that RBD can modify the global neurochemical balance in areas of the central nervous sys-
tem broader than the specific atonia-generating brainstem circuitry (i.e., the subcoeruleus
nucleus and ventro-lateral medulla), also reaching the cortical level through some as-
cending pathways (i.e., the reticular formation and thalamo-cortical projections) [114].
Whether the signatures of glutamatergic and GABA dysfunction are caused by a direct
cortical pathology or indirectly through damage arising from the brainstem structures
that regulate REM sleep and then activate the cortex is still unknown. What we know is
that both neuropathologic and brain imaging studies have shown alterations in several
brainstem nuclei and corresponding neurotransmitters in RBD. All of these structures have
widespread projections to the cerebral cortex, and therefore, perturbations of this complex
network may explain the occurrence of cortical dysfunction in RBD. This has also been
demonstrated by previous evidence linking cortical thinning and clinical progression in
RBD [122]. Moreover, a recent study using volumetric and diffusion tensor imaging did not
show significant differences in neuronal loss in the pedunculopontine nucleus according to
RBD symptoms, thus suggesting that the cholinergic dysfunction of the pontine tegmentum
alone is not sufficient to justify the whole symptomatology of RBD [123].

Finally, both basic and clinical evidence have indicated that RBD results from the
breakdown of a broad network underlying REM sleep atonia, which provides a dynamic
model of interaction between the brainstem and both rostral and caudal CNS structures [31].
Moreover, the finding of REM sleep EEG instability in RBD patients [86] and the observation
that the dream content cannot be generated by the brainstem [124] stimulates further
clarification on how the brainstem and the cortex interact within the complex framework of
RBD pathophysiology. As a whole, this supports the view of RBD as a widespread network
disorder that goes far beyond only the brainstem and the acetylcholine pathways [18,31].

5.2. Neurophysiology and Other Biomarkers

Aside from the neurophysiological characteristics of RBD described above, several
other features are now being evaluated for consideration as markers of the disease and
possibly its evolution to neurodegeneration. However, not all markers seem to have a
prognostic value (although some have a role in the diagnosis of RBD) in the monitoring of
its progression in severity and response to therapy or in a combination of these roles [8].

Among the neurophysiological aspects of RBD, RSWA is definitely the most easily
available and least expensive, aside from its necessary value for diagnosis. RSWA is also
more easily available and more cost-effective than the majority of the other markers cur-
rently under consideration which concern motor function (e.g., gait, speech, saccades, and
finger tapping), cognition (e.g., Trail Making Test Part B, semantic verbal fluency, and Rey
Auditory Verbal Learning Test immediate recall), olfaction (e.g., odor identification tests),
ophthalmic function (e.g., the Farnsworth-Munsell 100-Hue test and optical coherence to-
mography), autonomic asset (e.g., questionnaires, heart rate variability, and cardiovascular
reflex), biofluids (e.g., cerebrospinal fluid and serum), neuroimaging (e.g., dopamine trans-
porter single-photon emission computed tomography, positron emission tomography with
2-deoxy-2-[fluorine-18]fluoro-D-glucose, and magnetic resonance imaging), tissue biopsy
(e.g., colon, salivary glands, and skin), and genetics (e.g., GBA and SNCA 5' variants) [8].

Overall, it seems reasonable to believe that, in the near future, neurophysiological
biomarkers will be combined together with other biomarkers of RBD to achieve better
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diagnostic, prognostic, and monitoring reliability. The combined use of neurophysiological
and additional more invasive or more expensive and less available biomarkers, however,
might be needed, especially in the case of RBD subtyping [125], such as in the differential
diagnosis between iRBD and RBD in narcolepsy, as was recently reported [5,7]. Finally,
using neurophysiological features such as RSWA in combination with other types of
biomarkers might have a relevant role in the identification and characterization of RBD as
a prodromal form of PD [126].

6. Conclusions and Research Agenda
6.1. Final Remarks

The main points raised in this extensive narrative review of the neurophysiological
aspects of RBD can be summarized as follows:

e  RBD seems to modify the global neurochemical balance in areas of the central nervous
system broader than the specific atonia-generating brainstem circuitry, providing a
dynamic model of interaction between the brainstem and both the rostral and caudal
CNS structures;

e  The complex dynamical interactions between the brainstem and the other structures
of the CNS are finely detected by specific neurophysiological markers, with some of
them already available to both scientists and clinicians;

e Different visual scoring methods to detect and quantify RSWA have been developed
and validated,;

e  Multiple efforts have been made to develop time-saving computerized methods for
the quantification and detection of RSWA;

e EEG, TMS, and VEMP alteration studies, integrated with clinical, neuroimaging, and
sleep-related data, provide novel insights into the mechanisms underlying cortical
and brainstem dysfunction in RBD and might offer future therapeutic opportunities.

6.2. Research Agenda
Some areas of future research appear to be both needed and promising:

e  Further larger studies are needed to assess which RSWA visual scoring method is
most efficient and which muscle group is better suited to identify and quantify RSWA
and distinguish RBD from healthy subjects;

e  Although the RAI seems to be the most reliable automatic method for the scoring of
RSWA and identification of RBD, additional comparative studies on larger numbers of
recordings are required in order to identify and introduce the most accurate algorithm
in the scoring guidelines for everyday clinical practice;

e Automated EMG quantification methods currently depend upon visual identification
of REM sleep, which is harder in subjects with RSWA, as the internationally accepted
criteria to score REM sleep under these circumstances should be agreed upon and
required to score sleep in subjects in whom RBD is clinically suspected;

e Longitudinal studies are required to verify whether the neurophysiological abnormal-
ities detected at the early stages of RBD by EEG, TMS, and VEMP correlate with the
clinical progression of RBD;

e  The real usefulness of advanced analyses of the EEG by means of innovative ap-
proaches based on artificial intelligence and artificial neural networks is still unclear
and needs a deeper assessment. It is important to note that these methods also depend
on the accuracy of the classification of subjects used for their training.
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