
Labs invite volultteers to lose their footing
SIiOS nOt nfOblem patch and skidded. His arms And at this Universiw of Pitts-
| ''- ,c_ _- ̂ r_'^ ^l ,r ^--r__ windmilledover hiff head as if he burgb lab, hundreds of volunteers

JUSI IOf tne el0efty were throwing abcseball with like-Grove - who was protected
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PITTSBURGH - Richard
Gmve, 79 '€a,rs old rnd a mbust 6
feet tall, set out with confident
strides across a loboratory floor
the other day. His first five steps
wentgneat.

Then his lefrtuothit aslippery

each hand. Hb rigtrt foot shot fur.
wa,rd to come evon with his left.
But he quickly regeined his bal-
ance ard kept on walldng.

This'was no accident. Grove
had ju* dibped for sciene.

Millions of yea^rs after our an-
cestotl started walking upright,
nesea,rchers a,re looking for better
wals to lteep w from falling down.

ftom faUing by a special harness -
have skidded their way into that
efrort.

The stakes for such research,
specialists say, are enonnouri.

Iast month's death of novelist
Kutvonnegrrt, 8r1, who had fallen
in his home, underlines the dan-
gers of taking a spill. In fact, about
a third of Americans 65 and older
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-Tuk6$aner 
of the Universi-

ty of Illinois in Chicaeo and a col-
league recently sent 52 old and
youqg adults fu r a ifiroll over artifi -
-cial ice, to see wbet reactions
suke a difrel€Ese betrveen ftlllng
andjustwobbling

TV'ro things stbb? out. People
who were a,ble to slow down the
slipping foot urcre more likely to
re@vq:::::::nr, Grabiner said. More sur-
prising was a finding about the
other foot. Ttre cnrcial thing about
its placement is howfarto the left
or right ftom the enter it is.

Studyanal$is implies that tf I
can improve the location of that
foot in the sideways direction by
only four centimeters [about 1.5
inchesl, I increase the likelihood
ofthis person recovering by 50
percmt," Grabinersaid.

But can people be trained to rt-
act differently to an event that
happens so quie,ldy and une.r?ect-
edly? Grabiner said he's had suc.
cess in training older womeq to
keep from falling a,fter tripping. So
he believes the new data wlll help
his efrrtsto train oldermento re
cover from slips. In fact, studies
suggc$t people who've practiced
rccovery moves can impmrc their
reactions to slippirU, Cham said.

^- fruT arc manywa],s to fall, of
:oufe, but slipping is a promi_
nent-cause of workplace injury.
lnd p{ some estimites, half toEwo-t{irG of falls in the etderly
-T_T._ fr"T slippirU or uippins. riw^asa spill on an icy sidewalk in2oog that led to thi death of Dr.

rorotample.

.^,f.1. 
pittsburgh lab and may-

fall each 1rea^r, the federal govern-
mentsa]ts.

In 2003, for.example, sorie 1.8
million people over 65 were treat-
ed in emergency rooms a,fter fall.
ing, and about 13,700 did.

Butftlling is notjust aproblem
of the elderly. [n the workplace,
about a quarter-million worlrers
each year sufrer injuries from falls
that a,rebedenoughto make them
take time o'ff, amrding to the US
Department of Labor. ltat costs
billions of dollars; Even without
hitting the ground, some 30,000
employees suffered sprains or
i*rains fr om the wrending e,:rperi-
ence that made them lose work-
da)'s in 2005.

And as the worldorce gets old-
er, the agerelated pmblems of faII-
ing are starting to gain promi-
nence on the job, says Mark
Redfern, codirector of the Univer-
sity of Pittsburgh's Human Move-
ment and Balance Laboratory.
That's whene Grorre was tested.

be b dozen ottrens?simiar scare
yoTtd]vide, scientists are still scnr_
llirjLs some basic questions
about thd
experience:

_ r_Exacthhow do some people
sarre themselves horn frIing?

rHow does aging affect thatresporue?

_ rCan older people be hained
ro rcoorrr from a slip without fall_
ing? t

Slippiqg r.esearch focuses on a
very brief moment. Rakie Cham, 

/

codirector of the pittsbur.geJdf;
says a sanerc slip leavginCyibout
a quarter-second to save oneself
fromfalling:

Howdoyoudothat?
.One-tentlt to two-tenths of a

seoond,afteryotrrfoot hits a slip_peryspot she said your knee and
rypj-o1nb r€actto ryto bring the
srocorng foot bac.lc And ]ou try topuslr_your hip forward to regain
yourMance.

ffthat doesn't work, pu whipyour other foot forward, just as
cncve did in the la,b. That happens
between about one,fifth andbne_

I g*pr of a sEond after the skid' stafts.
i'Ifrqrte.e"ligIe"fetc,*ffiern
I said, "lruu're waylate."
i .e9 if it doesn,t worlq you're
i gougdown.

I 
- It sounds simple, but scientists

I are stil unraveltuigthe detdils.


