How do walkers and canes influence outcome measures?
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Discussion

Methods

The number of older adults using walkers and canes
is growing rapidly.¹

Inclusion Criteria

Physical therapists frequently instruct their patients
to use the same device during outcomes testing to
maximize measurement consistency, assuming that a
walker or cane influences performance.

Uses a walker or cane

10 Meter Walk Test: Self-Selected

Able to walk 10 meters
without a walker or cane

10 Meter Walk Test: Fast

However, the actual effect of using a walker or cane
is unclear.

Exclusion Criteria

Timed Up and Go

To measure the effect of using a walker or cane on
performance for the following outcome measures:
10 Meter Walk Test (10MWT)
6 Minute Walk Test (6MWT)
Timed Up and Go (TUG)

At least one week apart

Requires physical assistance to walk

E.g., a participant completed the TUG 5x with their walker and 5x without their walker.
Participants used the walker or cane they normally brought to the adult day center.

Results

Patients should use the same device for repeated
outcomes testing.
If it is safe, and the primary purpose of measurement
is to detect large improvements, do not use a device
during testing.

2. Older adults with worse scores without their device tended to have better performance with their walker or cane.

Better

Performance without walker or cane

Δ speed with device (m/s)

3. Older adults with better scores without their device tended to have worse performance with their walker or cane.

Regression slopes different from 0:
p < .001 (all outcome measures)

10 Meter Walk Test
Self-selected speed
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y = 0.17 - 0.29 x

Participants

An older adult’s performance without a device can
be used to predict whether a device will improve or
hinder performance.

Clinical recommendations

No change

Worse

Using a device during repeated outcomes testing
may reduce the measured effect of an intervention.²

5 times

6 Minute Walk Test

Improved

Hindered

The effect of a device can be clinically meaningful.

1. Walkers and canes can improve or hinder performance on the 10MWT, 6MWT, and TUG.

Hypothesis:
Older adults with relatively worse outcome measure
performance would benefit from their walker or cane
(improved score), whereas older adults with relatively
better performance would be hindered.
Change in performance
with walker or cane

Age 60 or older

Increase in pain when walking without
a walker or cane

Objective

Walkers and canes can improve or hinder
performance on the 10MWT, 6MWT, and TUG.

Complete Outcome Measures With and Without a Device
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