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Walk like a penguin: Keeping your winter
balance

January 25 2023, by Kariline Bringe
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When winter storms hit, good balance can prevent falls and
injuries—ranging from broken arms, legs or hips to back injuries and
concussions.
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The National Center for Injury Prevention and Control says slips and
falls are the leading cause of nonfatal injury across all age groups, except
the 10-24 group. One in every 5 falls results in a serious injury, such as
head trauma or broken bones. That's more than 800,000 people being
hospitalized each year.

To remain upright and steady, the even distribution of weight over your
feet 1s vital. Many parts of your body play key roles in your balance.
Muscles, bones, joints, eyes, the balance organ in the inner ear, nerves,
heart and blood vessels must work normally to maintain your balance.
When these systems aren't functioning well, balance problems can arise.

Keeping your balance no matter the weather

Your arms are one of the greatest aids in maintaining your balance,
especially when it's icy. Start with your hands, and wear gloves. Gloves
keep your hands warm and out of your pockets, which frees up your
arms so you can extend them out from your sides to improve your ability
to stay upright.

Your feet also aid in balance. Assume that all wet, dark areas on
pavements are slippery and icy. Slow down, take short, careful steps at
first, and then adjust your pace to surface conditions. Or walk like a
penguin. Point your feet slightly outward, and put your center of gravity
directly over your feet as much as possible.

Other tips to tackle tricky walking conditions include:

e Use a backpack or a cross-body bag when carrying something to
free up your hands. If you need to carry groceries or heavy bags,
take them one at a time.

* Wear winter assistive devices with built-in grippers over your
shoes or boots. Or wear lace-up shoes that fit well and have deep-
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grooved, nonskid, rubber treads.

* Wipe your shoes and boots thoroughly on the floor mat when
coming inside.

® Use a cane or walking poles when out in winter weather.

* Avoid texting when walking on snow or ice. It can be an accident
waiting to happen.

* Get in and out of your vehicle slowly, holding onto the door and
steering wheel while stepping on or off a slippery surface.

Getting back on your feet

If you do fall, make sure you're not injured. Then, roll onto your hands
and knees. Take one foot and place it between your hands, then bring the
other foot between your hands. Keep your feet shoulder-width apart, and
push yourself up from there.

If you think you might be hurt or are unsure if an injury is serious, seek
medical care immediately.

Once you've recovered, think back on the fall and ask yourself: "What

was [ doing?" and "What could I have done differently to help prevent
that fall from happening?"
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