By Carolyn Collman, MS, 

BALANCE:  THE MOST NEGLECTED COMPONENT OF FITNESS

Balance is a critical component of fitness – particularly as we age. According to the University of Michigan Geriatric Center, between 30 and 40 percent of American seniors fall each year, with falling the leading accidental cause of death among older adults in the United States.  

There are many physical and cognitive factors that affect balance (including ankle and hip strength and flexibility, and reaction time) some of which can be improved with specific exercises.  It’s also important to stay active overall – so KEEP MOVING!

BALANCE EXERCISES

The following exercises can be done anywhere.  Just be sure you have a stable support nearby such as a kitchen counter or sturdy chair. For best results, do the exercises barefooted, without socks to avoid slipping.  Once the exercises become easier, perform them by holding with one hand and then “no hands” with eyes closed. 

1. Rock up on your toes and back on your heels continuously for 60 seconds.  Do three sets. 

2. Walk forward on your tip toes, turn around and then walk on your heels. Continue alternating between them for 2-5 minutes.

3. Walk “like Charlie Chaplin” with toes turned out, knees bent, then turn and “walk like a duck” with toes turned in. Continue alternating between them for 2-5 minutes.

4. Stand with one foot directly in front of the other. Maintain balance for 30 seconds then switch feet and repeat for 30 seconds. Repeat 5-10 times each leg.

 
5. “Tight-rope walk” – walk heel-toe-heel-toe (for greater challenge, do it backwards). Continue for 2-5 minutes.

6. “Stork stand” – stand on one leg, working up to a minute.  Alternate legs for 2-5 minutes.

7. Increase your ankle flexibility by standing on the edge of the bottom step of a staircase and let your heels hang down.  Hold for 30 seconds.

ADDITIONAL TIPS:

1.  Challenge your balance and coordination by trying new fitness activities or taking an activity you already enjoy to a different environment.  For example, if you usually walk on a treadmill, take your walk outside and visa versa.

2.  Tai Chi and Yoga are two activities that work with balance in a slow, controlled manner. Classes on both are currently offered here at Classic Residence by Hyatt.

3.  Social and/or fitness dancing also enhance balance and coordination.

4.  Walking (carefully!) on uneven terrain is another great way to work on your balance.

5.  Certain pharmaceuticals and/or the combination of multiple medications can affect balance. Talk to your doctor if you feel you may be experiencing increased instability due to prescription drugs.

Furthermore, falling is apparently becoming more deadly.  Between 1993 and 2003 there was a 55% increase in fatalities resulting from falls in adults over 65.  In 2003 alone close to 1.8 million older adults received treatment in emergency rooms for nonfatal, fall-related injuries and 460,000 were hospitalized.  Medical costs relating to falls among older adults totaled nearly $19 billion nationwide in 2000 alone.

