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1
WEARABLE DEVICE TO ASSIST WITH THE
MOVEMENT OF LIMBS

TECHNICAL FIELD

The invention concerns a wearable device to assist with the
movement of limbs connected at a joint.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

Some countries are experiencing an ageing population.
Consequently, there is a need to encourage the elderly to
maintain their health by performing daily exercise activities.
However, most of the elderly, do not regularly exercise to
maintain their muscle strength. After retirement, they tend to
stay at home and perform minimal exercise.

Disabled people who have suffered a stroke require reha-
bilitation to help them regain the link from their brain to the
muscles of their limbs. Also, people with limb deficiencies
and people who wish to exercise more should increase their
muscle strength, flexibility, and hand-eye coordination.

Accordingly, there is a desire for a device that is worn by a
person to assist with the movement of limbs connected at a
joint that can be used safely by the elderly and disabled.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In a first preferred aspect, there is provided a wearable
device to assist with the movement of limbs connected at a
joint, the device including:

a linear motion generating unit to generate linear motion,
the unit having distal end portions operatively connected
to the limbs, whereby the linear motion generated by the
unit causes the limbs to move and pivot about the joint;

aforce measuring unit to measure a change of force applied
to the limbs or linear motion generating unit; and

a displacement measuring unit to measure the displace-
ment of the linear motion generating unit when linear
motion is generated;

wherein a predetermined distance of linear motion having
a predetermined velocity is generated by the linear
motion generating unit to assist with the movement of
the limbs based on the force measured by the change of
force measuring unit or the displacement measured by
the displacement measuring unit.

The linear motion generating unit may be a linear actuator.

The force measuring unit may be a load cell.

The displacement measuring unit may be a potentiometer.

The displacement measuring unit may be positioned on a
lead screw of the linear actuator.

The device may further comprise a microcontroller unit
(MCU) for processing a feedback control loop to control the
operation of the linear motion generating unit using a feed-
back signal transmitted from the force measuring unit and
displacement measuring unit.

The force measured by the force measuring unit may be
processed by the MCU to determine the level of voltage to be
provided to the linear motion generating unit to generate a
corresponding distance of linear motion having a correspond-
ing velocity.

The displacement may be measured by the displacement
measuring unit and a time value is recorded.

The device may further comprise a training software mod-
ule to evaluate the performance of a user using the wearable
device in a training exercise by comparing the difference
between the recorded displacement and time value against a
reference displacement and time value.
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The amount of force and displacement of the linear motion
generated by the linear motion generating unit may be adjust-
able depending on whether a user is considered beginner,
intermediate or advanced in the level of assistance they
require.

The device may be positioned on an inner side of the limbs
or on a lateral side of a limb.

The device may further comprise a fastening member to
secure the device to the limbs.

The device may further comprise a portable control unit
operatively connected to the linear motion generating unit,
the portable control unit including a battery to supply power
to the linear motion generating unit.

In a second aspect, there is provided a method for assisting
with the movement of limbs connected at a joint, the method
including:

generating a linear motion using a linear motion generating
unit to cause the limbs to move and pivot about the joint;

measuring a change of force applied to the limbs or linear
motion generating unit;

measuring the displacement of the linear motion generat-
ing unit when linear motion is generated; and

generating a predetermined distance of linear motion hav-
ing a predetermined velocity by the linear motion gen-
erating unit to assist with the movement of the limbs
based on the change of force measured or the displace-
ment measured.

In a third aspect, there is provided a system for assisting
with the movement of limbs connected at a joint, the system
including:

a linear motion generating unit to generate linear motion,
the unit having distal end portions operatively connected
to the limbs, whereby the linear motion generated by the
unit causes the limbs to move and pivot about the joint;

a force measuring unit to measure a change of force applied
to the limbs or linear motion generating unit;

a displacement measuring unit to measure the displace-
ment of the linear motion generating unit when linear
motion is generated; and

a portable control unit operatively connected to the linear
motion generating unit, the portable control unit includ-
ing a battery to supply power to the linear motion gen-
erating unit and a processor to control the level of assis-
tance generated by the linear motion generating unit;

wherein a predetermined distance of linear motion having
a predetermined velocity is generated by the linear
motion generating unit to assist with the movement of
the limbs based on the change of force measured by the
force measuring unit or the displacement measured by
the displacement measuring unit.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

An example of the invention will now be described with
reference to the accompanying drawings, in which:

FIG. 1 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
an elbow joint in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 2 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
aknee joint in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 3 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
awrist joint in accordance with an embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 4 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
a shoulder joint in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention;
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FIG. 5 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
an elbow joint when in an unbent position in accordance with
another embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 6 is a pictorial diagram of a wearable device used for
an elbow joint when in a bent position in accordance with
another embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 7 is a block diagram of a wearable device in accor-
dance with an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 8 is a pictorial diagram of a portable control unit in
accordance with another embodiment of the present inven-
tion; and

FIG. 9 is a system diagram of a system for controlling and
operating a wearable device in accordance with another
embodiment of the present invention;

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Referring to the drawings, a wearable device 10 to assist
the movement of limbs 50, 51 connected at a joint 52 is
provided. Generally, the device 10 may be considered a
mechanical robotic frame to be worn by the user. The device
10 generally comprises a linear motion generating unit 20, a
force measuring unit 30 and a displacement measuring unit
40. The Linear motion generating unit 20 generates linear
motion to expand and contract the length of the device 10
along its longitudinal axis. The distal end portions of the
device 10 are releasably secured to each respective limb 50,
51. The linear motion generated by the device 10 causes the
limbs 50, 51 to move and pivot about the joint 52 thereby
assisting with the movement of the limbs 50, 51. The force
measuring unit 30 measures a change of force applied to the
limbs 50, 51 or linear motion generating unit 20. The dis-
placement measuring unit 40 measures the displacement of
the linear motion generating unit 20 when linear motion is
generated. A predetermined distance of linear motion having
a predetermined velocity is generated by the linear motion
generating unit 20. The predetermined distance and predeter-
mined velocity is proportional to the force measured by the
force measuring unit 30 or the displacement measured by the
displacement measuring unit 40. The amount and speed of the
actuation by the linear motion generating unit 20 is based on
the force measured by the force measuring unit 30 or the
displacement measured by the displacement measuring unit
40.

Preferably, the linear motion generating unit is a linear
actuator 20. The linear actuator 20 generates a piston motion
in combination with a limb (crank radius) and joint (crank
center) to form a kind of crank piston motion. The linear
actuator 20 holds the limb 50, 51 at a fixed position without
consuming any power. Consequently, this increases battery
life usage which means a heavy battery is not required
because a great amount of power supply is not required. Using
a linear actuator 20 is safer than other actuating devices
because if there is a power failure, it can hold the limb 50, 51
at a fixed position. The linear actuator 20 also advantageously
provides a large force using only a small stepper motor to
accurately deliver incremental movement. This force can be
modulated by varying the applied DC voltage. Moreover, the
device 10 may rely on this force to exclusively augment
voluntary limb movement; for example, the device 10 does
not have to employ a pivotal connection at the joint to further
constrain limb kinematics. Since the device 10 is a relatively
simple mechanism to manufacture, its production cost is
reduced which will therefore enhance the market acceptabil-
ity to elderly people who may not have large financial
resources. Advantageously, wearing the device 10 enables
indoor exercise training for elderly people. The linear actua-
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tor 20 has a motor diameter of 26 mm and the motor may be
one that is manufactured by ThomsonAirpax Mechatronics.
The linear actuator 20 comprises a stepper motor with alead
screw 21 to convert rotational motion into linear motion. The
linear actuator 20 is able to achieve an accuracy of thou-
sandths of an inch (0.001 inch or 0.0254 mm) per step.

Preferably, the force measuring unit is a load cell 30. The
load cell 30 measures the force along the lead screw 21 ofthe
linear actuator 20. For example, in the case of lifting an arm
50 to overcome its gravity, the user may not have enough
force to lift it. But the change of force (reduction of the tensile
force) is measured by the load cell 40 to detect the intention of
the user’s movement. For example, if the weight of a forearm
50 is 2 kg, the load cell 40 will detect the force to be 1.9 kg,
which is higher than a stationary threshold. The linear actua-
tor 20 will be triggered to actuate based on the detected force
change (2-1.9) kg=100 g and actuate by a proportional
amount. Load cells 30 are generally electronic devices that
are used to convert a force into an electrical signal. The load
cell 30 is installed on the lead screw 21 of the linear actuator
20 to sense the force applied to the limb. The load cell 30 can
also sense the resistance of the limb joint 52. This can prevent
injury to the person from over-execution of the actuation
force of the linear actuator 20.

The velocity of extending or contracting the linear actuator
20 is determined by the forced measured by the load cell 30.
If a force is detected by the load cell 30 that is more than the
stationary threshold, a velocity proportional to the detected
force is applied until the force is detected to be less than the
stationary threshold. The stationary threshold is a force win-
dow to allow the linear actuator 20 to be completely stopped
even though there may be a small force detected by the load
cell 30. The stationary threshold may be user defined. For
example, the stationary threshold may be 50 gto 150 g for a
person who weighs 50 to 100 kg. The higher the stationary
threshold, the higher the initial force change needs to be
trigger a movement by the linear actuator 20.

Preferably, the displacement measuring unit is a potenti-
ometer 40. The potentiometer 40 measures the displacement
of'the piston motion of the linear actuator 20. This enables the
detection of the location of the limb joint 51. The potentiom-
eter 40 is placed on the same axis as the linear actuator 20 to
closely monitor the displacement of it. The intention of move-
ment of the user’s limbs is determined from the input force
applied on the load cell 30 or the displacement measured by
the potentiometer 40. The level of assistance depends on the
input force and displacement of the user.

A microcontroller unit (MCU) 60 is provided for process-
ing a feedback control loop. The feedback control loop con-
trols the operation of the linear motion generating unit using
a feedback signal transmitted from the force measuring unit
and displacement measuring unit. The force measured by the
load cell 30 is processed by the MCU 60 to determine the level
of voltage to be provided to the linear actuator. The linear
actuator 20 then generates a corresponding distance of linear
motion having a corresponding velocity.

A feedback control loop is used to control the linear actua-
tor 20 with a feedback signal from the load cell 30 and
potentiometer 40. There are two parameters to be controlled:
firstly, the force and secondly, the displacement which corre-
sponds to the voltage and frequency of the linear actuator 20,
respectively. Based on the signal level from the load cell 30,
the MCU 60 determines what voltage is used on the linear
actuator to assist the movement of the limb. The potentiom-
eter provides the actual displacement that has been made from
the linear actuator that outputs to the limb to feedback to the
MCU 60. It compares the displacement data coded on the
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excise training program to determine how closely the user has
followed the target. The level of the assistance force can be
tuned for the user at different training progress.

A training software module 70 is provided to evaluate the
performance of a user using the wearable device in a training
exercise. The training software module compares the differ-
ence between the recorded displacement and time value
against a reference displacement and time value. The dis-
placement measured by the potentiometer 40 and a time value
is recorded to track the user’s performance.

One of many exercise training programs 71 is provided for
the training software module 70 to execute. The program 71 is
coded with a series of displacement versus time data to be
compared with the measured data. In one embodiment, this
program 71 is provided in the form of a video game which
causes the user to follow a target with their limb, for example,
a shooting game. This trains hand-eye coordination to help
maintain brain function. The user receives a higher score if
they follow the target more closely. The program 71 is
designed to have different levels of assistance depending on
the progress of the user. It also provides resistance of the user
to train their muscle strength after they can overcome the
gravitational effect on their limbs. For disabled people, the
device 10 may be used for rehabilitating stroke patients to
regain the link from their brain to their muscles. The device 10
may be used to assist with the movement of a patient suffering
from limb deficiency. For other people, the device 10 may be
used as an exercise tool to provide interactive training
together with the video game for entertainment. The device
10 may be a multi-purpose platform to be used with difterent
software applications which may provide different training to
increase the muscle strength, flexibility, and hand-eye coor-
dination.

The user can be completely passive during a training pro-
gram 71 so that the linear actuator 20 guides the entire move-
ment of the limbs based on the training program 71. The load
cell 30 must continue to monitor for any overload to prevent
any injury to the limbs that could be caused by the linear
actuator 20 when the limb has a problem with making a
movement.

For users at the beginner level, the device 10 can give more
assistance by applying more force from the linear actuator 20
and have a better control on the displacement. This can give
them more confidence when using the device 10.

For advanced users, the device 10 is able to reduce the level
of assistance so that the users move by themselves to follow
the target during the training. This includes reducing the force
from the linear actuator 20 and lowering the control of the
displacement. The user will have a greater chance of missing
the target when they do not closely follow the target. When
reducing the control of the displacement, sufficient safety for
the user must be ensured to prevent any injury to the user
caused by additional force or displacement.

The amount of force and displacement of the linear motion
generated by the linear actuator 20 is adjustable. The force
and displacement is adjusted depending on whether a user is
considered a beginner, intermediate or advanced in the level
of assistance they require from the linear actuator 20.

The linear actuator 20 is positioned on an inner side of the
limbs as depicted in FIGS. 1 to 4 or on a lateral side of a limb
as depicted in FIGS. 5 and 6. The positioning depends on
which limb is to be assisted. For legs, positioning on their
lateral side is preferred. For arms, positioning on the inner
side is preferred. The device 10 may be worn the upper and
lower limb joints, including the wrist, elbow, knee, and ankle.

Referring to FIGS. 5 and 6, the position of the device 10
relative to the limbs 50, 51 is illustrated. Turning to FIG. 5,
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The positioning of the device 10 should be such that the joint
52 of the limbs 50, 51 is aligned with the centre of the distance
traveled by the lead screw 21 moving forwards and half the
forward distance traveled by the lead screw 21 together with
the length of the load cell 30, motor of the linear actuator 20
and the full travel distance traveled by the lead screw 21
moving backwards should equal the length of the upper limb
51. The dotted lines shows the position of the hinge 11 con-
nected at a forward end of the lead screw 21 when the linear
actuator 20 contracts/retracts. Turning to FIG. 6, the limbs 50,
51 are bent caused by the assistance provided by the device 10
and shows that the lead screw 21 has fully traveled backwards
within the housing of the linear actuator 20. For example, if
the stationary end of the linear actuator 20 is pivoted on the
upper arm 19 cm away from the center of the joint 52, after
deducting the distance of the (motor+load cell+hinge=4 cm),
itis 15 cm. This distance is divided by three to be 5 cm, which
is half of the travel distance of the lead screw 21. The total
travel distance of the lead screw 21 is 5 cm multiplied by 2
which equates to 10 cm

A pair of fastening members 12 is provided on the distal
ends of the device 10 to secure the device 10 to the limbs 50,
51. As the lead screw 21 moves, the fastening members 12
also move with it causing the limbs 50, 51 to move in a
bending or stretching motion by reducing the distance
between the fastening members 12. Preferably, the fastening
member is a stretchable or elastic strap/belt 12. The tightness
around the limb 50, 51 may adjusted and set by releasing or
engaging a Velcro portion or by using buttons. Part of the strap
12 is rigid and has hinges 11 to connect to the end of the linear
actuator 20. The fastening members 12 may be exclusively
interconnected by the linear actuator. The hinges 11 may be in
the form of a pin or bolt passing through a hole in the device
10 and a rigid member of the strap 12. The strap 12 needs to
betight enough to prevent any sliding of the device 10 relative
to the limb 50, 51 but not too tight which would become
uncomfortable for the user.

Referring to FIGS. 8 and 9, a portable control. unit 80
operatively connected to the linear actuator 20 is provided.
The control. unit 80 includes a battery 83 to supply power to
the linear actuator 20 and other electrically powered units via
electrical. cable. The control. unit 80 may be attached to the
waist belt around the user to free the use of the user’s arms.
The control. unit 80 has an LED display 82 with five naviga-
tion buttons 81 for menu-driven control. The user may input
the amount of force required, run a training program 71 or
activate/deactivate the device 10, etc. The control. signals
from the control. unit 80 to the device 10 may be transmitted
wirelessly or via cable. The electronics of the control. unit 80
are miniaturized to fit on a printed circuit board (PCB)
roughly the size of cellular phone.

In a typical scenario, the user intends to make a movement
with their limbs 50, 51. The load cell 30 measures the force as
the user is making the movement. If the force is greater than
the stationary threshold, the linear actuator 20 actuates with a
velocity proportional to the force measured by the load cell
20. Actuation of the linear actuator 20 continues until the load
cell 20 measures a force that falls below the stationary thresh-
old. For example, if the weight of a forearm is 2 kg, when the
load cell 30 detects the force to be 1.9 kg (with a force change
(2-1.9) kg=0.1 kg=100 g), which is more than the stationary
threshold of 50 g, the linear actuator 20 will be triggered
based on the detected force change 100 g to actuate by a
proportional amount, for example, pulling back the lead
screw 21 for 1 mm in 1 second with a velocity of 1 mm/sec.
The load cell 30 will pick up the next force change as the
intention of movement for the next step. If the force change
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remains the same or is increasing, it means the user would like
to bend his/her arm more. If the force change is decreasing,
the user may want to go backward to adjust to a proper
position.

Although a linear actuator 20 with a lead screw 21 has been
described, it is envisaged that other devices capable of gen-
erating linear motion may be used. For example, a linear
motor or linear actuators without a rotating lead screw may be
used.

It will be appreciated by persons skilled in the art that
numerous variations and/or modifications may be made to the
invention as shown in the specific embodiments without
departing from the scope or spirit of the invention as broadly
described. The present embodiments are, therefore, to be
considered in all respects illustrative and not restrictive.

We claim:

1. A wearable device to assist with the movement of limbs
connected at a joint, the device comprising: a linear actuator
having a motor that is capable of generating linear motion in
a controlled and incremental manner by converting rotary
motion, a first limb fastener for attaching to a first limb and a
second limb fastener for attaching to a second limb, the limb
fasteners being exclusively interconnected by the linear
actuator’s respective distal ends; the combination of the limb
fasteners and the linear actuator configured such that linear
motion generated by the linear actuator imparts an active
force to move and pivot the limbs about the joint, wherein the
active force exclusively augments voluntary limb movement;
aload cell configured to measure a force applied to the linear
actuator; a potentiometer configured to measure the displace-
ment of the linear actuator when linear motion is generated;
and a microcontroller unit for processing the force and dis-
placement measurements, wherein when a measured change
of force applied by the limbs to the linear actuator is greater
than a pre-defined stationary threshold, the microcontroller
unit activates the linear actuator to generate a linear motion
correlated to the measured change of force above the station-
ary threshold and the displacement, thereby providing an
assistive force.

2. The device according to claim 1, wherein the potenti-
ometer is positioned on a lead screw of the linear actuator.

3. The device according to claim 1, wherein the microcon-
troller unit is further configured to process a feedback control
loop to control the operation of the linear actuator using a
feedback signal transmitted from the load cell or the potenti-
ometer.

4. The device according to claim 3, wherein the displace-
ment measured by the potentiometer and a time value is
recorded.

5. The device according to claim 4, further comprising a
training software module to evaluate the performance of a
user using the wearable device in a training exercise by com-
paring the difference between the recorded displacement and
time value against a reference displacement and time value.

6. The device according to claim 1, wherein the amount of
force and displacement of the linear motion generated by the
linear actuator is adjustable depending on whether a user is
considered beginner, intermediate or advanced in the level of
assistance they require.
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7. The device according to claim 1, wherein the device is
configured to be positioned on an inner side of the limbs or on
a lateral side of a limb.

8. The device according to claim 1, further comprising a
portable control unit operatively connected to the linear
actuator, the portable control unit including a battery to sup-
ply power to the linear actuator.

9. A method for assisting with the movement of limbs
connected at a joint, the method comprising: providing a
configuration that includes a linear actuator and two limb
fasteners, the linear actuator exclusively interconnecting the
two limb fasteners, and the linear actuator having a motor
capable of generating linear motion in a controlled and incre-
mental manner by converting rotary motion; attaching the
configuration to the limbs connected at the joint, using the
limb fasteners, such that linear motion generated by the linear
actuator imparts an active force to move and pivot the limb
about the joint, wherein said active force exclusively aug-
ments voluntary limb movement; measuring a change of
force applied to the linear actuator; measuring the displace-
ment of the linear actuator when linear motion is generated;
and generating linear motion having a predetermined velocity
using the linear actuator to assist with the movement of the
limbs based on when the measured change of force applied by
the limbs to the linear actuator is greater than a pre-defined
stationary threshold, and wherein the linear motion generated
is correlated with the extent to which the measured change of
force exceeds the stationary threshold and the displacement.

10. A system for assisting with the movement of limbs
connected at a joint, the system comprising: a linear actuator
having a motor capable of generating linear motion in a
controlled and incremental manner by converting rotary
motion; a first limb fastener for attaching to a first limb and a
second limb fastener for attaching to a second limb, the limb
fasteners being exclusively interconnected by the linear
actuator’s respective distal ends; the combination of the limb
fasteners and the linear actuator configured such that linear
motion generated by the linear actuator imparts an active
force to move and pivot the limb about the joint, wherein said
active force exclusively augments voluntary limb movement;
aload cell configured to measure a force applied to the linear
actuator; a potentiometer configured to measure the displace-
ment of the linear actuator when linear motion is generated; a
portable control unit operatively connected to the linear
actuator, the portable control unit comprising a battery to
supply power to the linear actuator and a processor configured
to control the level of assistance generated by the linear actua-
tor; and a microcontroller unit for processing the force and
displacement measurements, wherein when a measured
change of force applied by the limbs to the linear actuator is
greater than a pre-defined stationary threshold, the microcon-
troller unit activates the linear actuator to generate a linear
motion correlated to the measured change of force above the
stationary threshold and the displacement, thereby providing
an assistive force.
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