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BALANCE AND FALLS
Balance is the ability to control and maintain your body’s position as it moves through space. It is such an integral part of our daily life that we don’t even think about it.

Conditions that may impair your sense of balance and contribute to falls are aging, injury and disease.

Falling is a serious problem and 1 in 4 people older than 65, living at home will fall during the next year. It is important to find out what you can do to reduce your risk of falling.

How balance works:

Your brain, in conjunction with your nervous system, muscles and bones maintain your body’s balance when you are moving around, getting up from a chair, going up and down stairs or navigating sloping or uneven surfaces.

Balance relies on 3 types of sensory information:

· Visual: Your eyes tell you about your environment and your position in it. It helps you to see potential dangers.

· The body’s internal sense of spatial orientation: It means with closed eyes you can still wiggle your foot in any direction while still knowing which way your foot is pointed.

· Inner ears: Which contain fluid filled semicircular canals. They provide your brain and your eyes with crucial information on the position of your head and its movement in space with respect to gravity.

For good balance the three systems must work automatically with your musculoskeletal system to prevent falls.

Balance can become impaired in older adults due to:

· Poor posture: rounded upper shoulders and a poking chin.

· Base of support: a wide pyramid-type stance is more stable than feet close together in a pencil stance

· Disease: Diabetics may have numbness in their feet or lower legs and this make detecting obstacles more difficult. People with arthritis or who had surgery to their hips, knees or feet, may lack flexibility and range of movement necessary to avoid falling.

· Strength, flexibility and endurance: Even with normal vision and no inner ear problems you may be at risk to fall if your muscles are weakened, stiff or, if you tire easily. Older adults - particularly those with osteoporosis - have very legitimate concerns about falling and often restrict their physical activities to prevent such a mishap. Ironically, lack of exercises only makes it more likely that a fall will occur.
Physiotherapy will help you to maintain higher levels of strength, flexibility and endurance. Your medical history will be reviewed to determine your physical condition as well as tests your balance and gait.

An exercise programme with emphasis on strength, flexibility and proper gait will be advised. If necessary a walking aid may be prescribed.

Appropriate footwear is very important. Wearing lace up walking shoes is better than high heels, slippers and open toe sandals which can cause you to slip. 

Advice will be given on your home environment with the goal of minimizing clutter, loose rugs, slippery conditions, uneven surfaces and unsecured cords and wires. Good lighting and effective arrangement placement of furniture can also prevent mishaps.
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