
What you are imagining is reality, 
at some point, for more than half 
of the Australians aged over 60 
– an estimate of the people living 
with undiagnosed conditions 
causing dizziness and 
disequilibrium.

Once your sense of balance is 
tipped, life can never be the same. 
Suddenly, even an everyday task 
like getting up from your chair and 
answering the door becomes a 
challenge and another reminder 
that your body is not working the 
way it used to.

Researchers in the Priority 
Research Centre for Brain and 
Mental Health have made an 
important breakthrough in the 
study of the human balance 
system, bringing them one  
step closer to understanding  
why so many Australians are  
living this way.

Associate Professor Alan Brichta 
and his team have developed a 
new way to record the electrical 
signals from the inner ear to the 
brain – allowing researchers 
access to the nerves and 
individual organs responsible for 
generating our sense of balance.

Supported by a five-year Senior/
Principal Research Fellowship 
from The Garnett Passe and 
Rodney Williams Memorial 
Foundation, the research aims to 
discover the way balance signals 

are generated in the inner ear, 
how these signals are transmitted 
to the central nervous system and 
how they are processed to 
provide the sense of equilibrium 
most of us take for granted.

In understanding the delicate 
process, Brichta hopes to ease 
the suffering the condition 
causes those whose equilibrium 
is affected by the degeneration of 
balance signals transmitted from 
their inner ears to their brains.

“We have been able to eavesdrop 
on the balance system and 
capture signals along their path 
from the inner ear to the brain 
using a new technique,”  
Brichta said.

“This technique lets us see  
where the different components 
of the system are and what they 
are doing.

“The breakthrough is keeping the 
tissue alive well enough to 
maintain its delicate process of 
converting mechanical signals to 
electrical ones and recording 
them in a special chamber.”

This progress opens an avenue of 
previously untapped research and 
paves the way for Brichta to study 
the individual components of 
balance.

“Eighty per cent of problems with 
balance occur along the path 
from the inner ear to the area in 

the brain that sends balance 
signals to the nervous system,” 
Brichta said.

“Now we are able to see what a 
healthy, working sense of balance 
looks like, we hope we can locate 
the problems that are causing it to 
break down.”

With bouts of disequilibrium 
affecting such a great proportion 
of older Australians, Brichta said 
the ultimate goal would be to 
create a balance aid.

“Surveys of primary-care doctors 
show dizziness and vertigo are as 
prevalent as hypertension and 
angina and most symptoms are 
not relieved by available medical 
treatment.

“To create an aid which could help 
people maintain their balance 
would be very rewarding.”

Associate Professor Brichta works in 
collaboration with the Hunter Medical 
Research Institute (HMRI). His balance 
research is supported by grants from  
the National Health and Medical 
Research Council and HMRI, including 
sponsorship from the Lions Club of 
Adamstown and corporate and 
community donations to HMRI. 

An HMRI pilot grant, funded by 
corporate and community donations, 
enabled Dr Brichta and his team to 
develop early results, which led to his 
Senior/Principal Research Fellowship 
from The Garnett Passe and Rodney 
Williams Memorial Foundation.
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Imagine feeling  
the ground shift 

beneath you when 
you walked.  

Or seeing the  
room spin each 

morning when you 
opened your eyes.

SETTING 
THINGS 

STRAIGHT
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