29 Ways Not To Fall

By Richard Adelman

Your goal: To avoid becoming one of the fallen women or men of San Miguel.

Your means: Learning to be in contact with your body while walking.  

Your method: Slowing yourself down and focusing your attention.
Reaching this goal will require a proactive attitude and conscious, deliberate effort. You will need to learn to anticipate and plan your walking. You should practice stability exercises occasionally when you are not walking. These exercises will keep your unconscious postural mechanisms in good shape so they can take over when you need them.

It is important to develop a practice or ritual to ground yourself in your body and on the ground in preparation for walking—for instance, before you leave the house, or when you leave a shop or restaurant.
At first, learning to stay inside yourself and with yourself while walking may require constant reminders. 

Finally, you will need to observe commonsense guidelines such as wearing good shoes and appropriate glasses, taking special care after drinking alcohol, avoiding distractions, and—above all—watching where you are going!

1. Try to stop denying your vulnerability: “Pride goes before a fall.”

2. Take yourself seriously.

3. Take yourself in hand.

4. Act your age. Recognize and respect the slower rhythm and reaction processing time that your aging process has brought you.

5. Plan ahead, anticipating dangerous situations. During your daily life take the time to make a map in your brain of all the places you go to which you might be returning.

6. Look where you are going. Be prepared to make adjustments for uneven or slippery surfaces and obstacles (like people). A good strategy is to scan the ground five or ten feet in front of you from time to time. Then you will see the irregular spots where you will need to look almost directly down when you reach them. This way you do not have to be looking down all the time! A detail which you can learn from me is how to make better use of your eyes to look down so you do not have to crane your neck so much.
7. Work on your attitude. Try to go beyond being annoyed or angry at the challenging San Miguel streets. It will not help you to adapt. 

8. Develop a grounding ritual or practice to use before you go out and to repeat from time to time while you are out.  

9. Wear secure shoes with non-slippery soles. Sandals without firm straps in back are not shoes. With any sandals you might tend to shuffle. This is a bad habit even if you only wear them in the house. It can predispose you to falling.
10. Troubleshoot your house—get rid of throw rugs.

11. Don’t wear bifocals or progressive lenses in the street. You cannot see the ground clearly through the lower part of the lenses. This means you have to tilt your head downward unnaturally to see through the middle of the lenses. Instead, get dedicated distance glasses just for walking if you need them or try going without glasses. 
12. Use hand gestures to ground, contain, focus, and stabilize yourself. (I teach these useful Somatic Psychology gestures in my classes and private sessions.) Some as simple as maintaining a slight stiffness in your hands can make you feel more stable.
13. Practice static and weight-shifting standing balance exercises. Learn to walk backwards and sideways as a way of improving normal forward walking. Being able to walk sideways is also valuable if you need to do it to avoid obstacles or dips in the sidewalk or street.
14. Work on your standing stability in easy, non-weight-bearing sitting and lying exercises.

15. Use swinging your arms consciously to regulate your walking stride and rhythm.

16. Try to address neuromuscular and joint issues which distort your posture and compromise coordination and adaptability.

17. Remember, doing any of the above will require new learning, which means you need patience, repetition, trial-and-error, and assimilation time. In other words, practice and more practice.
18. If you do start to fall, try not to look at the ground. Allow your knees to bend and let yourself sink toward the ground. Rolling toward your side and landing on   your shoulder is better than trying to stop your fall with your hands. Some people even practice falling this way onto a bed in their homes.     

19. Always carry a flashlight so you will be prepared if it starts to get dark and make sure stairs in your home are well-lighted. 
20. Try not to block your view of the ground by carrying large objects or even a cell phone (if you are looking at it) in front of your body. This also applies to stairs if you are in your house.

21. Be sure you are always walking through your foot, with the pressure progressing from heel to toe. Learn to pick up your toes sufficiently when your heel lands so that if you encounter a slightly elevated surface or bump you will not stub your toe and not trip and fall over it. Walking this way requires awareness and sufficient ankle flexibility and strength, all of which can be developed.
22. Never cross your legs when you are turning. Always set your legs wide apart and step out with the leg toward the side to which you are turning, not the other leg.
23. Prepare for rapid changes in your vision as you pass from a very brightly lighted area into a poorly lighted shaded area and vice versa.

24. Practice slowing down your walking occasionally (even abruptly) so that if you need to do this in order to avoid a person or obstacle in a real-life situation you will know how.
25. Notice how you initiate walking. In order to step forward with one foot you have to free that leg by shifting your weight onto the other foot. Sometimes when people are fearful or stiff they inhibit this natural weight shift. A way to teach yourself to do it is to imagine that your hips swing side to side a bit like Marilyn Monroe while walking. Or try practicing this weight shift standing in place.
26. Observe that when you walk you are pushing yourself forward with your back foot. You might also notice if you pull yourself forward a little with your front foot. You might try doing this. Also, you might stand in place and practice shifting your weight forward and backward.
27. Try following this advice that I gave to one of my patients with hip discomfort while I was walking with her: “If you walk just a little bit slower there is a better chance for your nervous system to figure out a way to adapt so that you can walk more comfortably and safely. Your nervous system can be pretty creative if you give it a chance.” You may need to accept a slower rhythm.
28. Please be kind and patient with yourself during this learning process.
29. I can help you select from this long list what is most important for you based on listening to your story and observing your walking style.
 Please note: This list keeps growing. Your suggestions for more ways are welcome. 
Richard Adelman, M. A. Psychology, is certified in both Feldenkrais and Pilates and has 50 years experience in Feldenkrais and Formative Somatic Psychology. He addresses fall prevention explicitly or implicitly in all of his work.

He teaches weekly gentle Awareness Through Movement Classes for Seniors with a focus on Anti-Aging, Pain and Stress Relief, and Fall Prevention at several locations—please call or write for details.
He sees patients privately for gentle fully-clothed hands-on work at his office in Centro, in their homes, and at the TOSMA Saturday Market at Mercado Sano. In private appointments patients also learn movements to do to help themselves at home and some also work with Richard´s Pilates apparatus following a gentle, safe rehabilitative approach that he has devised for seniors. 
Richard is bilingual and works very comfortably in Spanish when necessary.
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