Life in Balance

By Bob Budai
"I have noticed as I'm aging that my balance isn't as good as it used to be and that I'm easily knocked off step if I bump into someone or something. Somewhere I heard that since I'm aging, my "core" strength is getting weaker and can affect my balance. What suggestions do you have for a 58 year old man, (I'm in okay shape) to help this problem."
D.A.

Rochester Hills

Dear D.A.,

While your core does affect your balance, strengthening the core may only partially improve it. Balance is basically influenced by 3 systems in your body: the vestibulocochlear (inner ear), visual, and proprioceptive (sense of position within the joints of the body).  The first 2, I will touch on, and go into more depth for the third.

Various factors, some within and some out of your control, affect the inner ear. First, you should check with your doctor to see if any problems exist within the ear. Outside of any medical issues, the inner ear can be “trained” by performing various head movements. Tilting your head back and forth, side to side, and rotating left and right will all challenge the inner ear. Adding theses movements to various balance exercises can complement the “workout”. Try this example; stand on one foot without touching anything with your hands or opposite foot. Get a sense of how stable you are. Now continue to stand on one foot while you do any of the previously mentioned head movements – keep moving the head in the specific direction back and forth while you attempt to balance. Most likely, you will not be as stable. Don’t worry if you fall over, you are just adding a level of difficulty to the exercise that can be improved upon.

The visual system is one that most people highly depend upon for balance. I am not necessarily talking about visual acuity here, I am talking about how much you rely on sight for balance. Closing one or both eyes during our balance exercises will be another training stimulus. Again, lets use the standing on one foot example. Now, close one eye and check your balance, do the same with the other eye, then close both eyes. I would be surprised if without prior training, most of you can maintain balance on one leg with both eyes closed. Another training method is to combine both the head movements (for the inner ear) with the eyes closed during balance exercises – have fun with that one!

Now for the biggie – the proprioceptive system. Proprioception is basically the sense within all the joints in the body about position and movement. For example, if you bend your elbow, you know it is bent without having to look at it (unless proprioception is compromised that is). The same should be true throughout the body. Different factors can affect proprioception, these include: injury/trauma, pain, and “joint issues” such as arthritis. Additionally, proprioception is related to strength, flexibility/mobility, agility, and all the neuromuscular “connections” within the body. Another principle to understand is the difference between static and dynamic balance. Static balance is the ability to balance in one place without moving, such as standing on one foot. Dynamic balance is the ability to balance along with movement, such as walking. Most people who attempt to improve balance, exercise mainly with static techniques, such as standing on one foot, or standing on tools such as balance boards, BOSU balls, dynadiscs, etc. These are all great, but don’t fully cut it for improving dynamic balance which is what most people need. After all, most falls that you hear about, especially in the elderly population, happen while people are moving, not just standing in one place. One of the best tools for improving dynamic balance (in my opinion) is an agility ladder. You may have seen football players, or other athletes use these – they are ladders that you lay on the ground and move through them using various foot and body techniques. Some may be saying, “Bob, you are insane, there is no way a non-athlete or elderly person should use one of those”. However, agility is defined as “the power of moving quickly and easily; nimbleness” (dictionary.com), especially with change of directions. Think about how most people lose their balance, they are trying to move in a certain direction (or change directions) quicker or harder than their bodies can handle. I’m not suggesting that a 75 year old grandmother has to do it as quickly or complexly as a wide receiver, but they should be able to go through it with certain patterns and with a certain amount of profiency. Besides directly training balance, people also need to focus on the areas of fitness mentioned earlier, including overall, and joint specific strength; as well as flexibility and joint mobility.

The last comment I will make, and this can be rather controversial thinking, is that people should learn how to fall. One of the larger populations that suffer from limited balance and falls, are the people who are very afraid of falling. I’m not saying that anyone wants to fall, but when you have to worry about broken hips and the medical complications that often follow, it takes the fear to a whole new level. Martial artists and gymnasts are two groups of athletes who learn how to fall as part of their training. We learn what happens when you fall, how to land, and how to recover without injury. Fall training is something to be done when the body is pretty healthy, not once the skeletal system has been compromised by age, arthritis, injury, etc. For this group however, there are other training methods to help. For example, most people who use a balance board, BOSU, etc. will stand on it and try to maintain balance without the tool moving. They may add arm or leg movements for dynamic balance, but still the goal is to not let the object move. As an alternate method, practice rocking the object side to side, front to back, or rotating. Also, try to move the different joints in your body (specifically the ankle, knee, and hips) in different directions – basically all of this will somewhat mimic falling, and by training your body to handle that, will help protect it from injury.

It should go without saying, but I’ll say it anyways, please be safe with trying all of these techniques. They should generally be done under supervision and/or with assistance, especially when first starting out or if balance is compromised. I don’t want my next article to be in reference to rehabilitation for an injury incurred by someone practicing the things in this article!

Hope this helps, good luck D.A.

For more information on balance training, please contact Bob at:

bob@functional-strength-training.com, 

or visit his website at www.functional-strength-training.com 
