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High-tech exoskeletons improve bowel
function in people with spinal cord injury

July 23 2021

Digestive issues are common after spinal cord injury and can lead to
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chronic constipation and incontinence. But robotic exoskeleton-assisted
walking can improve matters in people with such injuries, researchers
say.

In an earlier survey, more than a third of men with spinal cord injury
said bowel and bladder problems had the most significant effect on their
lives after their injury.

Treatment has traditionally involved targeting the gastrointestinal system,
but recent research suggested physical activity and upright posture may
improve colon function.

This study examined whether placing a person with a spinal cord injury
in a robotic exoskeleton suit that enables them to stand and walk may
help.

It included 49 patients who completed 36 sessions of exoskeleton-
assisted walking. Results showed that it provided some improvement in
digestive function.

"We saw a notable reduction in bowel evacuation time, with 24% of
participants reporting an improved experience," study co-author Gail
Forrest, director of the Kessler Foundation's Tim and Caroline Reynolds
Center for Spinal Stimulation in New Jersey.

The findings supported the hypothesis that "this intervention may
improve several measures of bowel function," Forrest said in a

foundation news release.

Study co-author Dr. Peter Gorman said the findings support the idea that
walking, and not just standing, may have a beneficial effect.

"Our goal is to improve the quality of life of those with chronic spinal
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cord injury, and these encouraging results will help inform future studies
on the emerging field of mobility intervention," said Gorman, chief of
the Division of Rehabilitation Medicine at the University of Maryland
Rehabilitation and Orthopaedic Institute.

The findings were published recently in the Journal of Clinical Medicine.

More information: The U.S. National Institute of Neurological
Disorders and Stroke has more on spinal cord injury.
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