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Many functional tasks involving balance and locomotion require multi-sensory interaction and integration while meeting environmental demands. In addition, increased task complexity negatively affects postural control in aging and patient populations. The goal of this pilot study was to examine the effects of aging and cognitive load on the visual perception of vertical. Four young and three older individuals participated. Individual perception of subjective visual vertical (SVV) was assessed in four conditions: (1) visual task alone; (2) visual task with continuous perturbations of the support surface; (3) visual task with an auditory tone counting task; and (4) the combination of all three tasks. As anticipated, SVV performance deteriorated more in the older individuals as the task complexity increased. However, individual and within group variability was high. With the increase in sample size from ongoing data collection, the different roles of the visual and proprioceptive systems in the perception of SVV should further be clarified. The results will lead to the development of new evaluation tools and treatment protocols for perceptual dysfunctions underlying balance and mobility disorders.

