





Sex differences in the left and right hemifields of normal subjects with computerised static perimetry
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26 points of the nasal field of the left eye. Twice
thresholded points were taken as the average of
the two values. In order to determine possible
visual field asymmetries, the total dB for the
right hemifield was subtracted from the left
hemifield for each subject. The results were
analysed separately for each subgroup (males
and females), and then considering the 39 sub-
jects as one group. Next, to see if eye dominance
affects visual field results, the total score of the 54
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test points of the left eye were compared with
those of the right eye. Total thresholds of both
eyes combined were also compared between the
two sexes. Paired ¢ tests were used for each
analysis.

Results
Table 1 shows the mean difference between the
left and right hemifield dB scores in females and
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Figure 2 Scatter plots
showing the difference
between the left and
right hemifields as a
function of total retinal
sensitivity for 23
females (A) and 16
males (B). Most female
data points are negative
indicating a significant
decrease in retinal
sensitivity for the left
hemifield. For males,
the data points of
hemifield comparison
are more evenly
distributed.
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males. In females, the left hemifield total dB was
significantly (p<<0-01) inferior to the right (mean
(SD) 18 (23-4) or 0-34 dB per tested point). For
males, the difference was only plus 0-9 (20) dB
(not significant). Results of males and females
taken together (Table 1) showed no significant
differences between the hemifields (mean differ-
ence minus 10 (22) dB). Comparison of dB totals
between the two eyes (Table 2) revealed no
significant difference for males or females.
Comparison of dB scores of both eyes combined
between females and males showed no significant
difference. It was 3157 (112) dB for females and
3212 (112) dB for males (t=1-47).

Figure 2 presents scatter plots of the results of
individual subjects showing the difference
between the left and right hemifields as a func-
tion of total retinal sensitivity. As can be seen,
most of the female data points (Fig 2A) are
negative, indicating the significant decrease in
retinal sensitivity found in the left hemifield of
females. Figure 2A shows that not all females in
the present study had decreased retinal sensi-
tivity in the left hemifield; of the 23 females
included in the final sample, six (26%) did not.
For males (Fig 2B), the results are more evenly
distributed. Out of the 16 males, six (37%) had a
decrease in the left hemifield while 10 (63%) had
a relative decrease in the right hemifield with no
significant overall difference between hemi-
fields.

Table ] Comparison of mean (SD) decibel (dB) totals of the
left and right hemifields of both eyes combined in right handed
subjects. Each total represents the mean sum of the 54
thresholded points combining the temporal field of one eye with
the nasal field of the other. Twice measured points are taken as
the average. (The negative difference in females indicates the
left hemifield has a significantly lower measured retinal
sensitivity (p<<0-01). In males there is no significant
difference)

Leftfield Right field Left-right
(dB) (dB) (dB) Significance

Females (n=23) 1570(59) 1588(55) —18(24) p<0-01
Males (n=16) 1607 (58) 1606 (56) +0-9(20) NS

"Table2 Comparison of retinal sensitivities between the two

eyes in right eye dominant subjects. Each total is the mean
(SD) sum of the 54 thresholded points per eye. (No significant
difference was found for either sex)

Lefteye Righteye  Left-right

(dB) (dB) (dB) Significance
Females 1578:5(69) 1579(50) —0-5(45) NS
Males 1603 (58) 1609(59) - —6(35) NS
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Discussion

This study shows a significant difference in
retinal sensitivity in favour of the right hemifield
of normal right handed females. This is the first
report of a physiological hemifield asymmetry in
perimetric testing. The lateral hemifield differ-
ence is not significant when the results of females
and males are combined. This probably explains
why normal perimetric data are not known to
demonstrate lateral differences.

How might one explain the present results?
Testing of a visual field point by the static
method is a complex psychophysical test begin-
ning with physical action of light stimuli at the
retinal level, leading to cortical perception and
intracortical associations to the motor area
resulting in the voluntary hand movement of
pressing on a button. The present finding of
asymmetry in retinal sensitivity may be due to a
real difference in retinocortical perception.
Alternatively, it has been proposed that asym-
metry of the gross anatomy of the cortex” is
correlated with hemispheric dominance, especi-
ally for the occipital lobes." On the other hand, it
may be that only higher processing beyond
detection is affected by cortical functional asym-
metry.

For over 130 years, findings concerning hemi-
spheric asymmetries have led the scientific world
to discuss first cerebral dominance and more
recently hemispheric specialisation.” Asym-
metry has been well established in the perform-
ance of several visual tests. In right handed
individuals, manual and vocal reaction times to
visual stimuli are shorter in the right visual
field.” A right visual field superiority has also
been demonstrated for colour memory?® and for
perception of lightness.* A very recent paper"
has confirmed other findings demonstrating
larger hemifield superiority for verbal tasks and
left field advantage for non-verbal tasks. It is
only in the past 30 years"' that the issue of
possible sex related differences has emerged in

“the literature. This has involved not only func-

tional but also anatomical asymmetries."” '®

Most studies showing sex related asymmetric
results demonstrate more asymmetry for
males.' " However, some studies do show more
asymmetry for females. These studies are gener-
ally concerned with motor rather than cognitive
aspects of behaviour; in particular, a sex differ-
ence has been found in studies of handedness®
and of manual skills.?’ 2 These studies indicate
that asymmetry for hand preference and hand
skills (more women being strongly right handed
and more skilled with their right hand) appear

- greater among females than among males. The

findings of the present study showing a right
hemifield superiority for women go in the same
direction.

In interpreting our results, one might consider
the question of whether the hand in which the
subject holds the button could affect visual field
test results. The present study did not address
this question. Since the button was located on
the right side of the apparatus, our subjects (all of
whom were right handed) invariably held the
button in their right hand.

Precision of the present study was not con-
sidered to be changed by including the blind


http://bjo.bmj.com/
http://group.bmj.com/

Downloaded from bjo.bmj.com on February 13, 2012 - Published by group.bmj.com

Sex differences in the left and right hemifields of normal subjects with computerised static perimetry

spot. There were minor decibel differences
between right and left blind spot values that
appear equally distributed between the two eyes.

Eye dominance does not apparently affect
retinal sensitivity for either sex as shown in Table
2, although it should be noted that foveal testing
is not included in the present study. If there is a
comparable level of asymmetry between the left
and the right hemifield of each eye, one would
expect no significant difference between the total
dB values of the two eyes. In addition, since the
data shown in Tables 1 and 2 suggest a slightly
decreased dB total for females, we performed a
comparison of overall retinal sensitivity between
sexes for both eyes combined. This comparison
yielded no significant difference.

In view of the present study, one may want to
take a new look at the interpretation of studies
finding sex differences, for example with
tachistoscopic methods,* where the inferior
sensitivity of the left visual field in women may
have influenced the results.

It is concluded that differences in threshold
values across the vertical meridian with lower
sensitivities in the left hemifield are likely to be
physiological in females, in the absence of sup-
porting neurological signs or symptoms. This
finding may be of help to clinicians and research-
ers in the interpretation of computerised visual
field tests. There are computer programs such as
STATPAC II (Zeiss-Humphrey) with the glaucoma
hemifield test designed to show subtle hemifield
differences. The program analyses matching
areas where glaucomatous defects often begin on
either side of the horizontal meridian and pro-
vides an index of suspicion for glaucomatous
damage. A similar program analysing differences
across the vertical meridian might be useful in
neurological studies.

The result of this study have implications for
use of age related normal data bases. If one
considers females and males separately, more
precise comparison with normal values should be
obtained. It is of interest to note that inquiries to
confirm the findings of this study with the
existing Humphrey and Octopus normal data
bases revealed that females are not distinguished
from males in either system. Furthermore, this
information is no longer available since data base
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subjects are now identified only by age and
number. Even though the results of the present
study are statistically significant, further larger
scale studies should be performed.

Presented at the annual meeting of the Association for Research in
Vision and Ophthalmology, Sarasota, Florida, May 1991.
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