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Background/objective: Persons with spinal cord injury (SCI) develop marked bone loss from paralysis and
immobilization. Low-intensity vibration (LIV) has shown to be associated with improvement in bone mineral
density in post-menopausal women and children with cerebral palsy. We investigated the transmissibility of
LIV through the axial skeleton of persons with SCI as an initial approach to determine whether LIV may be
used as a clinical modality to preserve skeletal integrity.
Methods: Transmission of a plantar-based LIV signal (0.27± 0.11 g; 34 Hz) from the feet through the axial
skeleton was evaluated as a function of tilt-table angle (15, 30, and 45°) in seven non-ambulatory subjects
with SCI and ten able-bodied controls. Three SCI and five control subjects were also tested at 0.44± 0.18 g
and 34 Hz. Transmission was measured using accelerometers affixed to a bite-bar to determine the
percentage of LIV signal transmitted through the body.
Results: The SCI group transmitted 25, 34, and 43% of the LIV signal, and the control group transmitted 28, 45,
and 57% to the cranium at tilt angles of 15, 30, and 45°, respectively. No significant differences were noted
between groups at any of the three angles of tilt.
Conclusion: SCI and control groups demonstrated equivalent transmission of LIV, with greater signal
transmission observed at steeper angles of tilt. This work supports the possibility of the utility of LIV as a
means to deliver mechanical signals in a form of therapeutic intervention to prevent/reverse skeletal fragility
in the SCI population.
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Introduction
Osteoporosis below the level of lesion is a major second-
ary complication of spinal cord injury (SCI). Bone
mineral density (BMD) of the long bones may fall
below the fracture threshold 1–5 years after acute
injury.1 The loss of bone in individuals with SCI is
associated with the degree of unloading,2,3 hormonal
changes,2,4–6 and duration of injury.3,5,7 The prevalence
of fractures is reported to be as high as 21% in the SCI
population, and these fractures occur even with minor
stress or trauma.4,8,9

Currently, there are limited efficacious, easy-to-apply,
non-pharmacological methods to prevent bone loss in
persons with SCI. Pharmacological approaches to
prevent bone loss have not been generally accepted as
efficacious, and they are not routinely administered.10,11

However, low-magnitude mechanical signals of low-
intensity vibration (LIV) delivered by an oscillating plat-
form have been shown to be safe,12–15 easy to adminis-
ter, and anabolic to bone in both animal16–19 and
human studies.14,20 This preliminary evidence, although
not yet studied in persons with SCI, has demonstrated
efficacy in reducing or preventing bone loss in persons
with low bone density, as reported in postmenopausal
women14 and children with cerebral palsy.20 One of
the major potential difficulties of utilizing this
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intervention is that most individuals with SCI are only
able to stand on a vibrating plate with assistive adap-
tations. As such, these devices used to assist passive
standing or in a supine tilt may diminish the trans-
mission of plantar-based signals to the axial skeleton.
If persons with SCI could have LIV efficiently trans-

mitted through the skeleton, then this intervention
could be tested for efficacy and potentially be used as
a non-pharmacological treatment to prevent bone loss
after acute paralysis and immobilization. Because of
the technical difficulty of achieving upright posture in
persons with SCI, which may be especially the case in
those with acute/subacute SCI, delivering LIV in a
supine position at various angles of supine tilt appears
to offer a practical alternative to mechanically stimulate
the skeletal system. The present study investigated the
feasibility of providing LIV through the lower appendi-
cular and axial skeleton in persons with SCI. The
specific goal of this study was to determine the percent
transmission of low-magnitude vibratory signals that
were delivered at the foot and measured at the mouth
as a function of the degree of tilt, using a standard tilt
table.

Methods
The study was reviewed and approved by the insti-
tutional review board of our medical center. Subjects
who agreed to participate in this study provided
written informed consent before performing any of the
experimental procedures.

Subjects
Eighteen male subjects participated in the study: eight
subjects with SCI and ten able-bodied controls. The
SCI group consisted of three subjects with paraplegia
and five subjects with tetraplegia [five motor complete
(ASIA impairment scale or AIS A and B); three
motor incomplete (AIS C)]. All SCI subjects were wheel-
chair reliant; minor volitional leg movement did not
exclude subjects from participation in the study.
Persons were excluded from the study if they had a

history of severe underlying chronic illness, flexion con-
tractures of the lower extremities, femur or tibia fracture,
prior bone disease, alcoholism, seizure disorders,
pressure ulcers, implanted rods placed between two or
more vertebral segments, pacemakers, implanted
cardiac defibrillators, or any other electrical cardiac
device. The demographics of the participants are pro-
vided (Table 1).

Administration of LIV
LIV was administered to subjects while lying supine on a
tilt table at angles of 15, 30, and 45° (Fig. 1). LIV was
delivered using a small oscillating plate, with accelera-
tion fidelity controlled through closed-loop feedback
(Modified research device, Juvent Medical, Somerset,
NJ). Loading was performed with the subjects in stock-
ing feet flat on the vibrating plate with their legs straight
and securely strapped to the tilt table to prevent buck-
ling at higher angles of tilt. Subjects were weighed at
each angle of tilt by placing a platform scale beneath
the feet of each subject. The tilt table was initially
raised to an angle of 45° with a technician assisting
each subject onto the scale to ensure that maximal
load was achieved; each subject’s total weight loaded
was recorded at 45, 30, and 15° of tilt as the tilt of the
table was reduced back to 0°. The platform scale was
then replaced by the LIV platform, and then each
subject was loaded in a similar manner as previously
described with the platform scale. The percent of
plantar-based vibrations that passed through the axial
skeleton was measured by clenching down on a bite-
bar instrumented with an accelerometer (CXL10HF3,
Crossbow Technology, San Jose, CA). The use of a
bite-bar to measure vibrations at the head has been
reported previously.21

LIV was administered at a frequency of 34 Hz and a
peak-to-peak (P2P) acceleration of 0.27± 11 g (refer-
ence: the earth’s gravitational field is 1 g or 9.8 m/s2).
A subgroup of five SCI and three control subjects par-
ticipated in additional trials with a higher P2P accelera-
tion of 0.44± 0.18 g. Three 30-second measurements

Table 1 Subject characteristics

Control SCI Difference P value

Count (n) 10 7 — —

Age (year) 34± 11 46± 13 12 0.05*
Weight (kg) 77± 8 85± 19 8 0.24
Height (m) 1.74± 0.05 1.73± 0.14 0.01 0.91
BMI (m/kg2) 26± 2 28± 4 2.7 0.11
DOI (year) n/a 15± 12 — —

BMI= body mass index; DOI= duration of injury.
Values are expressed as mean± SD.
*Represents significant difference.
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were recorded at each angle of tilt using two tri-axial
accelerometers: one accelerometer was placed directly
on the LIV platform and secured with an adhesive
strip and the other was affixed to a bite-bar and held
in the mouth. Accelerometer data were recorded at
1000 Hz using a 16-bit data acquisition system.

Outcome measurements
The three vectors representing the axes of movement
from both accelerometers were filtered with a fourth-
order band-pass Butterworth filter (15–45 Hz). The
three vectors of each accelerometer were combined,
resulting in one vector for each accelerometer. The two
resultant vectors were assumed to be aligned to the
direction of the acceleration applied by the LIV plat-
form. This assumption was made because it was not
possible to align the axis of the accelerometer at the
vibrating plate to the axis of the bite-bar. The resultant
vectors were then used to determine the signal trans-
mission through the skeleton.

The determination of transmission of the LIV signal
from the foot to the head was achieved by calculating
the P2P acceleration of the resultant signals. This was

performed by calculating the root mean square (RMS)
acceleration and, because the signal was sinusoidal, it
was converted into P2P accelerations using the equation
P2P=RMS × (2√2). The amount of transmission
(P2P%Transmission) was determined as a percent of
the signal at the mouth (P2Phead) compared to that
administered at the vibration plate (P2Pvib), using the
equation

P2P%Transmission=(P2Phead/P2Pvib) × 100. The
difference in P2P%Transmission between the control
and SCI groups permitted calculation of group differ-
ences in transmission of the LIV signal for each angle
of tilt and for each of the two LIV intensities.

Statistical analysis
The descriptive statistics (means± standard deviations)
are provided (Table 2) for the P2P%Transmission
values obtained for the different angles of tilt and LIV
intensities for the vibrating plate. Unpaired t-tests were
performed to determine the significance of group differ-
ences for the demographic variables of age, height,
weight, BMI, and percent body weight loaded at the
different angles of tilt. A stepwise regression analysis
was used to determine the variables that were significant
contributors to the transmission of vibrations. The
dependent variable was P2P%Transmission. Three inde-
pendent variables were used: (1) group, contrast coded
where the control group was equal to 1 and the SCI
group to −1; (2) %BWT, which was the percent of
total body weight loaded on the LIV platform; and (3)
intensity, which was the P2P acceleration delivered at
0.27 or 0.44 g. Correlation coefficients were used to
determine associations among intensity level (0.27 and
0.44 g), tilt angle (15, 30, and 45°), age, height,
weight, and BMI with P2P%Transmission. To deter-
mine how the groups co-varied on age, height, weight,
and/or BMI for percent transmission, analyses of
covariance and multiple regression models were devel-
oped to control for these variables (covariates) for differ-
ences between the groups for percent transmission at
each intensity and tilt angle [e.g. Y=% transmission;
X1=weight, X2= group (contrast coded −1 for SCI

Figure 1 The setup of a supine study subject tilted to 45° and
loaded onto a vibration plate. The vibrating plate is located on
the foot rest of the tilt table. The straps to secure the subject
have been placed in three locations: below the patella, above
the patella, and across the trunk.

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for the intensity of signal transmission at each angle of tilt

Tilt angle (deg) Intensity (g) Control (%) SCI (%) Diff. P value

15 0.27 28.22± 14.62 25.25± 10.10 2.97 0.649
30 0.27 45.34± 22.32 34.12± 19.00 11.22 0.296
45 0.27 57.49± 21.07 42.83± 25.97 14.66 0.218
15 0.44 24.40± 12.91 17.56± 2.55 6.83 0.412
30 0.44 40.41± 19.82 23.52± 3.62 16.89 0.206
45 0.44 59.45± 20.82 32.63± 2.65 26.82 0.075

Values are expressed as mean± SD.
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and 1 for control as previously described)]. Paired t-tests
were used to determine within group differences for
percent body weight loaded for each angle of tilt.

Results
Subjects in the SCI group were older than those in the
control group (46± 13 versus 34± 11, years, P<
0.05); no significant differences were noted between
the groups for weight, height, or BMI (Table 1). There
were no increases in muscle spasms noted in the SCI
group during the intervention. The percent body
weight loaded on the vibrating plate was significantly
lower in the SCI group at all angles of tilt, despite
employing similar procedures for all subjects (Fig. 2).
Percent body weight for the control and SCI groups
at 15° of tilt was 29± 6 and 22± 5% (P= 0.015); at
30° of tilt was 46± 5 and 35± 5% (P< 0.001); and
at 45° of tilt was 60± 4 and 46± 7% (P< 0.001).
Both groups significantly increased the percent of
body weight loaded for increasing angles of tilt (P<
0.0001).
Three data sets from one SCI subject with the P2P

acceleration at 0.27 g were removed from analysis
because these data contained excessive ‘noise’ of an
undetermined etiology. After removing this subject’s
data from analysis, seven participants remained in the
SCI group and ten in the control group. All data sets

were used in analysis of the trials at the higher LIV
intensity of 0.44 g; thus, five participants in the control
group and three in the SCI group performed the
higher-LIV-intensity trials.
The P2P accelerations recorded at the level of the

plate were 0.27± 0.11 g at the low-LIV setting and
0.44± 0.18 g for the high-LIV setting. The results of
transmission for SCI and control groups at the different
angles of tilt and two intensities are provided (Table 2).
Although the SCI group had significantly lower percent
body weight loaded on the plate at each angle of tilt,
there was no significant difference between groups in
any tilt angle for the percent transmission. In the SCI
group, age, height, weight, and BMI were not shown
to be related to percent transmission for any angle of
tilt. In the control group, at the lower intensity of
0.27 g, weight was found to be significantly inversely
related to percent transmission at 15° (r2= 0.49, P=
0.02), with a trend at 30° (r2= 0.25, P= 0.15), and
not significantly related at 45°(r2= 0.05, P= 0.54). In
a subset of five subjects in the control group at the
higher intensity of 0.44 g, at all three tilt angles
weight was found to be significantly inversely related
to the percent transmission (15°, r2= 0.88, P= 0.0148;
30°, r2= 0.80, P= 0.04; and 45°, r2= 0.94, P<
0.005). Large variability was observed in the signal
transmission for both groups at both intensities, with
standard deviations as great as 26%.
The results from the regression model for the

P2P%Transmission are provided (Figs. 3 and 4); an
increase in transmission was demonstrated as the
percent of body weight increased, irrespective of group

Figure 2 The box plots of the percent of total body weight at
the foot as a function of angle of tilt of the tilt table for SCI
(open) and control (shaded) subjects. Each horizontal line in
plot for control and SCI subjects represents a percentile [from
bottom to the top: 10th, 25th, 50th, 75th, and 90th percentile for
the percent of total body weight (%BWT); the box represents
the 25th to the 75th percentiles]. There are significant
differences noted between the median values (i.e., middle
horizontal line) for the SCI group and the control group (15°:
22.2± 4.5 versus 29.4± 5.7, P= 0.015; 30°: 34.6± 5.0 versus
45.9± 5.5, P< 0.001; 45° 46.4± 6.9 versus 59.5± 4.5, P< 0.001).
The solid circles (•) represent outliers. Significant differences
between SCI and control groups are represented by *P< 0.05
and †< 0.001. Significant differences within SCI and control
groups are represented by ‡P< 0.0001.

Figure 3 The P2P%Transmission for control (solid circles) and
SCI (open squares) subjects for the vibrating plate delivering
0.27 g at 34 Hz. P2P%Transmission is the percent of the
vibration signal detected at the mouth. %BWT is the percent of
body weight loaded on the vibrating plate. The slopes of the
regression lines associated with transmission are 0.923 for the
control group and 0.861 for the SCI group, which are not
significantly different (P= 0.98); there is an increase in
transmission with increase%BWT for control (P< 0.01) and SCI
(P< 0.05) groups.
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membership. The slopes of the regression lines associ-
ated with the increase in transmission are 0.923 for the
control group and 0.861 for SCI group, during the
lower-acceleration (0.27 g) trials, without significant
difference between groups (P= 0.98). The slopes of
the regression lines at the higher accelerations (0.44 g)
were 1.108 for the control group and 0.600 for the
SCI group, suggesting a trend for greater percent
transmission for the control group than the SCI
group (P= 0.1468). However, there was a significant
increase in transmission represented by the slopes
during the lower intensity (control, P< 0.01; SCI, P<
0.05) and the higher intensity (control, P< 0.05; SCI,
P< 0.001).

Discussion
Our study was able to demonstrate the feasibility of deli-
vering LIV through the weight-bearing skeleton of
persons with SCI. There was no statistical difference in
the transmission of LIV between groups for any angle
of tilt, despite significantly lower body weight loaded
on the vibrating plate for any angle. SCI and control
groups showed an increase in transmission as weight-
bearing increased for both LIV intensities with increas-
ing angles of tilt. This indicates that with higher loads
obtained with higher degrees of tilt, a greater percent
of vibration was transmitted through the body. Thus,
the inference that may be made is that increases in trans-
missibility with steeper angles of tilt may be expected to
have a greater therapeutic effect on the long bones of the
leg. This report has provided the basis for continued
investigation that should focus on the efficacy of the

application of LIV in the prevention and/or recovery
of bone loss in persons with SCI.

The SCI group demonstrated a lower load at all
angles of tilt, which we believe was due, in part, to
support from the restraining straps placed to prevent
the knees from buckling at increased angles of tilt. The
lack of volitional muscle function in the SCI group
would result in off-loading a portion of their body
weight onto the straps, whereas subjects in the control
group had the straps in place but the straps were not
required to keep their legs straight and, thus, their
weight was more fully loaded on the platform.
Furthermore, it is conceivable that the restraining
straps may have been placed at differing degrees of tight-
ness, which may have added an additional and variable
force that prevented the SCI subjects from fully loading
onto the LIV platform. The slightly lower mechanical
load applied to those with SCI may not have been suffi-
cient to preclude a therapeutic effect because subjects
still had significant increases in load as the angle of
tilt increased, with associated increases in transmission
of the LIV signal.

Both groups showed high variability in vibration
transmission. The cause of this variability in the SCI
group had no apparent relationship to age, total body
weight, height, BMI, and/or percent of body weight
loaded at the different angles of tilt. In the control
group, an inverse relationship was observed with
increased total body weight associated with reduced
signal transmission; none of the other parameters were
found to contribute significantly to enhancing, or com-
promising, transmissibility. Although an effort was
made to keep the legs fully extended, the variability in
both groups could have been due to slight degrees of
flexion at the knee. Albeit this possibility was not
addressed in our study, one report had demonstrated a
dampening of vibrations with knee flexion,22 and in
the general population high degrees of variability in
transmission of vibrations have been reported23–25;
both SCI and control groups in our study demonstrated
large variability of transmission.

Body composition was not determined in our study,
but it is appreciated that persons with SCI have muscle
atrophy and increased adiposity compared to healthy
able-bodied controls for comparable BMIs.26,27

Muscle activation has been shown to increase with the
onset of vibration and has been shown to dampen soft
tissue resonance due to vibrations and shock waves
caused at heel strike during ambulation.28–31 As such,
there may have been relatively increased attenuation of
the vibrations due to lean tissue in the control group
compared to the SCI group. No difference in

Figure 4 The P2P%Transmission for control (closed circles)
and SCI (open squares) subjects for the vibrating plate
delivering 0.44 g at 34 Hz. P2P%Transmission is the percent of
the vibration signal detected at the mouth. %BWT is the
percent of body weight loaded on the vibrating plate. The
slopes of the regression lines associated with transmission are
1.108 for the control group and 0.600 for the SCI group, which
are not significantly different (P= 0.1468); there is an increase in
transmission with increase%BWT for control (P< 0.05) and SCI
(P< 0.001) groups.

Asselin et al. Low-intensity vibration and bone preservation

The Journal of Spinal Cord Medicine 2011 VOL. 34 NO. 156



transmission was evident in persons with motor com-
plete and incomplete lesions, nor was there a difference
in transmission for those with paraplegia and tetraple-
gia. This lack of difference in impulse transmission
may have been due to the relatively small sample size.
Thus, the combination of the lack of muscle dampening
of vibrations (e.g. resulting in increased transmission of
signal) and the lower load observed in the SCI group
(e.g. resulting in decreased transmission of signal) may
have resulted in the net effect of the lack of significant
difference in signal transmission between the SCI and
control groups.
A limitation of the study was that it is not known

which regions of the body attenuated the LIV signal;
because vibratory signals reached the cranium, it can
be assumed that at least an equal or greater percentage
of the signal were received by the lower appendicular
and axial skeleton. The assessment of the transmitted
signal at a particular region of interest could be used
to adjust the vibrations originating at the plate-foot
junction to obtain a specific intensity at the region of
interest. ‘Dosing’ of a mechanical challenge to the skeletal
system may be considerably more difficult to institute or
safely tolerated on a daily basis with other rehabilitative
weight-bearing interventions than that of LIV.
The lower levels of mechanical signals proposed in

this study as a possible intervention to prevent bone
loss may be counterintuitive. As we become more
knowledgeable concerning what bone is most responsive
to, in terms of stimulating mechanical adaptation, it
does not appear that a larger signal is necessarily
better, especially when considering that larger signals
are associated with an increased risk of tissue damage.
Other studies that have administered LIV have been
shown to be safe,12–15 and these prior reports have demon-
strated potential to increase trabecular bone density and
improve bone strength in animal studies,16–18,32,33 with
benefits to both bone and muscle.14,18 In a rat model of
disuse with constant hind limb suspension compared
with normal weight-bearing animals, LIV administered
at 90 Hz and 0.25 g on the hind limb suspended rats for
10 minutes a day, 5 days per week, successfully main-
tained normal rates of bone formation; experimental
animals had suppressed bone formation rates of 72%
compared to weight-bearing control animals.18 In
addition, female sheep that received LIV, 20 minutes/
day for 5 days/week over 1 year, showed 35% greater
bone volume fraction in the distal region of the femur as
compared to controls.17

The influence of LIVon the skeletal system of humans
has also been examined. In children with cerebral palsy,
6 months of LIV (∼4.4 minutes administered at 90 Hz

and 0.3 g for 5 days/week) increased the volumetric tra-
becular BMD of the proximal tibia by about 6%, while
those in the group who used a placebo device lost almost
12%, representing a net benefit approaching 18%.20 In a
group of 70 post-menopausal women, whowere exposed
to LIV administered at 30 Hz and 0.2 g for 20 minutes a
day, those who maintained a compliance rate of 86%,
BMD was maintained, whereas the placebo group lost
2.13% at the femoral neck.14

In a population that is at high risk for fracture, it is
imperative that the stimulation be within a range that
will stimulate bone ‘sufficiently’ to prevent bone loss
but not reach a level that might precipitate a fracture,
which a mechanically based intervention is intended to
prevent.15 In our study, the LIV signal administered
about one-quarter the acceleration due to gravity for
the lower-intensity setting, and about one-half the accel-
eration due to gravity for the higher-intensity setting to
the plantar surface of the foot. The P2P accelerations
delivered through the appendicular and axial skeleton
to the cranium ranged from 25 to 59% of that adminis-
tered. Although the LIV signals examined are certainly
small compared to what is experienced during strenuous
activity, they are also within a range that will not precipi-
tate fractures. LIV in sheep generated P2P strains of no
more than five micro strain,34 which is far lower than
the 6800 micro strain35 reported as the yield strain of
bone, and yet these signals were anabolic to bone.
Further investigation of body composition and

vibration attenuation should be performed in the SCI
population, as has been reported in the general popu-
lation.22,29–31 These interventions would be expected to
reduce the prevalence of fractures, thus decreasing mor-
bidity and reducing healthcare costs. Quality of life
would be improved by increasing employability (e.g.
reduction in days absent from employment and
income lost) and enhancing personal activities (e.g. rec-
reational endeavors, independence, and ease by which
one performs activities of daily living). Individuals
with SCI, if spared the development of osteoporosis,
may then engage more securely in job-related and per-
sonal activities without fear of fracture, which would
be a tremendous psychological benefit. Ultimately, it
will be necessary to determine whether LIV signals
delivered in the supine position has efficacy in the pre-
vention and/or reversal of bone loss in persons with
SCI, as well as other populations confined to chronic
bed rest.

Conclusion
This study has demonstrated the feasibility of delivering
low-intensity mechanical signals through the lower
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appendicular and axial skeleton to SCI and able-bodied
control subjects while supine. Significant and control-
lable LIV signals were transmitted from the feet to
the mouth, with transmissibility increasing with
increasing degrees of tilt. No significant differences
were observed between the SCI and control groups in
the percent transmission of vibratory signal, suggesting
that the weight-bearing skeleton would receive the
mechanical challenges delivered by these high-
frequency, low-magnitude stimuli. Similar increases in
transmissibility were demonstrated in both groups
as the apparent load increased at higher angles of
tilt. These observations support the use of LIV as a
possible non-invasive, non-pharmacological method
to be studied in the prevention or reduction of bone
loss in persons with SCI. Future studies are needed to
investigate the effectiveness of long-term exposure to
low-intensity LIV on preservation of BMD in persons
with acute, subacute, or chronic SCI, and/or those
immobilized and unable to weight-bear due to
another etiology, resulting in long-term bed rest.
Thus, studies should be performed to investigate the
effects of body composition, load, frequency, intensity,
and duration, on regional BMD and bone micro-
architecture.
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