
 

Standing on one leg, a test for stroke 

 
 
If you have difficulty standing on one leg, it could be a sign of something more serious than 
over doing it at the office Christmas party. 
 
Middle-aged and elderly people who could not balance on one leg for more than 20 
seconds were more likely to suffer tears and bleeds in the brain that put them at risk of 
stroke, Japanese scientists found. Poor balance was also linked with dementia.  
 
Yasuharu Tabara, who led the research at Kyoto University, said: “The ability to balance on 
one leg is an important test for brain health. Individuals showing poor balance on one leg 
should receive increased attention, as this may indicate an increased risk for brain disease 
and cognitive decline”.  
 
A total of 1400 people aged over 50 were asked to stand for as long as they could with their 
eyes open and one leg off the ground. They were then given MRI scans to look for damage 
to small blood vessels in the brain.  
 
A third of those whose scans showed up more than two ‘silent strokes’ or micro bleeds 
could not balance on one leg for 20 seconds, compared with about one in 10 of those with 
no damage, the scientists report in the journal Stroke.  
 
“Postural instability was found to be associated with early pathological changes in the brain 
and functional decline, even in apparently healthy subjects”, they write.  
 
More people who could not balance also scored poorly on cognitive tests assessing the risk 
of dementia, and Dr Tabara said doctors could use standing on one’ leg in checks for frailty 
in older people.  
 
from THE TIMES 

How’s your balance?  ‘Better check’ 

Flamingos spend hours at a time standing on one very thin and delicate leg, preening their 
feathers or even sleeping. How long can you stand on one leg? 

Give it a try, but be sure you have a firm surface or a chair in front of you in case you start 
to fall. Unless you have very good balance, you won’t last more than a few seconds, let 
alone the whole night. 

Balance is one of those things that decline rather rapidly with advancing age — even 
though that’s a time when you need it most. Once your balance starts to decline, you’re at 
greater risk of falling. One in three seniors age 65 and over fall each year doing activities of 
daily living, often resulting in wrist or hip fractures that can affect their lifestyle and 
independence. By improving your balance with muscle strengthening and re-training 
exercises, you can reduce your risk of falling by as much as 45 percent *, according to a 
large analysis of balance studies.  



Test your balance 

The first step is to see how good your balance really is, and the best way to do that is to act 
like a flamingo. Lift one foot off the ground and hold that pose. How long can you go? Then 
try the other foot. 

Now, try the same thing with your eyes closed. You will see quickly how much you depend 
on your eyes to maintain your equilibrium. If you can go 15 seconds with your eyes closed, 
you have the balance of a 30-year-old. If you toppled within four seconds, your balance is at 
least as old as the rest of you. Some loss of balance is to be expected, especially after age 
60, but you can delay the process and reverse at least some of your loss. 

Take a class 

Tai Chi is an ideal gentle form of exercise for seniors, and it has been proven to improve 
balance. As above vision declines with ageing even though that’s a time when you need it 
most but you can train your proprioceptive awareness to interpret tactile sensation to keep 
your body stable. “Where the mind goes the energy flows” (ancient Chinese saying) is 
consistent with “nerves that fire apart wire apart” (neuroplasticity), by using our mind to feel 
the sensations of pressure change and movement of the tai chi exercises we can build 
more connections for the brain to use. Regular Tai Chi practise also helps to maintain the 
strength of muscles and bones as well as maintaining the mobility of the joints. The 
calmness helps to reduce stress and develop relaxation skills that can help to build 
confidence and also reduce the fear of falling, especially in those that have fallen before. 

Work on balance 

You can even work on your balance many times throughout your day. Stand on one leg for 
as long as you can as often as you can, but only if you feel safe to do so. Practice while 
brushing your teeth or whenever waiting in line at the bank or supermarket. Whenever you 
think about balance you are reprograming your mind. Use it or lose it.  

Act now!  Once you fall, it could be too late. 
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