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He focused on O&P devices—developing, among many other 
innovations, the Rheo Knee, commercialized by Ossur, Reykja-
vik, Iceland, plus powered-ankle models, AFOs, and robotics. 
Since 1994, he has been awarded or co-awarded more than a 
dozen patents, many of which he developed in collaboration 
with his students in the Biomechatronics Group located within 
the MIT Media Lab. In 2009, Herr’s research group received 
a $7.4-million grant to create “biohybrid” limbs that include 
osseointegration and neural controls.

Herr notes that the grant has funded what could be the future 
of prosthetics: “powered systems for knees and ankles for pros-
thetics and orthotics. We’re also working on whole-leg exoskel-
etons to augment humans for walking and running. Even for a 
person with normal ‘intact’ limbs, it is going to allow them to 
run with a reduced metabolic cost.”

Among those powered systems is the PowerFoot, a powered 
ankle-foot prosthesis that Herr plans to market through his 
own company, iWalk, Cambridge, Massachusetts. A 2007 TIME 
Magazine Invention of the Year, the PowerFoot is now in clini-
cal trials, and early results indicate that it significantly reduces 
wearers’ metabolic costs while increasing their chosen walking 
speed. It may even bring the metabolic economy of movement 
above the levels experienced by people with intact limbs, the 
world’s first limb prosthesis to do so. (Editor’s note: For more 
information on the iWalk, read, “PowerFoot: The Next Step in 
Ankle-Foot Prostheses,” The O&P EDGE, November 2007.)

“I started inventing very young,” Herr notes, “but it took me 
two decades to get in a position where I could actually affect 
the world with my ideas.... Innovation is not trivial, largely 
because it requires that one wears so many hats. It is not suffi-
cient to only be an inventor to do innovation…. Not all inven-
tors are innovators.”

No Barriers
Herr believes that true innovation involves connecting two natu-
rally allied groups that rarely meet—researchers and end-users. He 
achieves this partly through his involvement with the No Barriers 
festivals, a gathering of researchers, manufacturers, and end-users 
of adaptive devices.

The festivals, he says, “bring together all people involved in 
the resolution of disability—users, technologists, scientists, 
manufacturers—into a single room to discuss and to better 
tune the vector of where the groups should take innovation.” He 
believes this brings vital inspiration and feedback to research-
ers, plus demonstrations of the newest adaptive technology to 
the people it can benefit.

This principle of inclusion has great meaning for Herr. When 
a climber, his most extraordinary post-injury climbs, including 
an epic 5.13+ called City Park, were dismissed more than once 
by peers who contended that his adaptive equipment gave him 
unfair advantages and should thus exclude him from certain 
kinds of recognition as an athlete.

Partially to address this exclusionary injustice, Herr worked 
with colleagues to measure the metabolic load and biomechanics 
of sprinter Oscar Pistorius after the Paralympian was banned by 
the International Olympic Committee (IOC) from competing 
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• Clinically proven in a published, peer reviewed,
evidence-based study to reduce daily pain by 38%
and to strengthen back extensors by 73%

• Lightweight, low profile, and easy towear

• Removable posterior and anterior panels

• Anti-migration strapsand siliconebeads keepbrace
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“The singlemost important advancement in the
conservativemanagement of osteoporosis and
vertebral compression fractures ever”.
–SARA MEEKS, PT, MS, GCS
Clinical specialist, authorof ThePhysicalTherapyManagementofBoneHealth–AClinician’sGuide

Ortho_1-2pg_Spinomed:Layout 1  1/29/10  1:50 PM  Page 1

Ci
rc

le
 #

 2
34

 o
n 

Re
ad

er
s’ 

Se
rv

ic
e 

Ca
rd


