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FITNESS & EXERCISE

Tai Chi Gives Balance a Place in Your Workout

Tai chi can help protect against falls, but the strongest plan pairs balance practice with the

other kinds of movement your body needs.

The wobble you notice

You step off a kerb and need an extra beat to steady yourself. Or the path tilts, your foot lands

awkwardly and the recovery feels less automatic than it once did. These moments are easy to

dismiss. Yet balance is not a decorative fitness skill. It helps you remain stable while ordinary

life keeps changing the ground beneath you.

That matters increasingly with age because falls are common. A 2019 systematic review

reported that at least one-third of people over 65 living in the community fall each year. The

same review brought together 108 randomised controlled trials (RCTs), involving 23,407

people across 25 countries, to ask whether exercise could change that pattern.

It could. Across exercise types, exercise reduced the rate of falls by 23% and the number of

people who experienced at least one fall by 15%. Those results were supported by

high-certainty evidence. This is not a promise that exercising will prevent every fall. It is

evidence that falls are not simply an unavoidable toll of getting older.

Balance work is one part of that protection. It trains stability and coordination, which may make

uneven surfaces easier to manage. Tai chi is one way to practise it, alongside activities such as

standing on one leg. The attraction is simple: balance stops being an abstract quality you either

possess or lack. It becomes something you can work on.

Slow movement, serious purpose

Tai chi often enters the conversation because it is recognisably different from a brisk walk or a

weights session. It belongs to the balance side of physical activity: the movements ask you to

control your position and coordinate what your body is doing. That challenge, rather than the

appearance of effort, is the important part.

In the 2019 review, tai chi may have reduced the rate of falls by 19%. It also reduced the

number of people who experienced a fall by 20%. Confidence was low for the first finding but

high for the second, a useful reminder that a neat percentage does not make every conclusion

equally secure.
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A separate 2017 review reached a broader conclusion. It included 88 trials and 19,478

participants, and found that exercise reduced falls among older people living in the community

by 21%. Programmes that challenged balance had greater effects. The finding supports the

principle behind tai chi without proving that tai chi is uniquely effective.

That distinction matters. Tai chi is not magic concealed inside graceful movement, and the

evidence does not crown it the only route to steadier footing. It is a structured way to

challenge balance. If you enjoy it enough to return to it, that practical advantage counts: regular

practice is how your body adapts to an activity and improves.

Tai chi is not magic concealed inside graceful movement, and the evidence does not crown it

the only route to steadier footing.

Balance cannot do every job

A good tai chi class may feel complete, but balance is only one part of physical fitness. Aerobic

activity increases breathing and heart rate. Strength work uses weights, resistance bands or

body weight to build stronger muscles. Flexibility work helps joints move more easily. Most

people benefit from a combination rather than treating one type as the whole plan.

The falls evidence points in the same direction. In the 2019 review, balance and functional

exercises reduced the rate of falls by 24%. Programmes combining several exercise

types-most often balance and functional work with resistance exercise-probably reduced it by

34%. Tai chi may help, but combining capacities may buy more than concentrating on one.

A 2023 review of 42 RCTs involving 3,728 older adults with sarcopenia also favoured

combinations. Resistance exercise, alone or with nutrition, and resistance exercise combined

with aerobic and balance training were the most effective approaches for improving quality of

life. Resistance and balance work together also improved several measures of physical

function.

The practical lesson is not to abandon walking, swimming or strength work for tai chi. It is to

notice the missing category. If your week already contains movement that raises your

breathing rate but nothing that deliberately challenges stability, tai chi can fill a real gap. If tai

chi is all you do, strength and aerobic activity still have separate jobs.

What the evidence cannot promise

Research averages do not predict exactly what will happen to you. The strongest falls findings

apply to older people living in the community. The 2017 review did not find evidence that
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exercise prevented falls in residential care settings, among stroke survivors or among people

recently discharged from hospital. Those situations cannot simply borrow the result from

healthier community-dwelling adults.

There are uncertainties around harm, too. In the 2019 review, only 27 trials reported adverse

events to some degree, and just one closely monitored both exercise and control groups. Most

reported events were not serious and were mainly musculoskeletal, but incomplete monitoring

limits what can be concluded about safety.

This becomes a medical conversation before it becomes an exercise experiment if you already

have trouble moving or balancing, have a disability that limits activity, worry that exercise may

be unsafe, or live with conditions such as heart disease, high blood pressure or diabetes. A

health care professional can help identify suitable types and amounts of activity.

Stop exercising and seek help straight away if you develop pain, extreme shortness of breath,

dizziness or a general sense that something is not right. Tai chi may look gentle, but

gentle-looking movement is still physical activity. Starting slowly is not timidity. It is how you

avoid pushing too hard all at once.

Put one class on the calendar

On Monday, look for one beginner tai chi class that suits your abilities. A community or

recreation centre may offer a lower-cost option, and a class can provide guidance as you begin.

If disability affects which movements are possible, ask whether the activity can be adapted

before you commit.

Do not turn the search into a complete reinvention of your fitness life. You do not need

elaborate equipment, and you do not need to settle the perfect weekly routine immediately.

Choose an activity you are likely to enjoy, start slowly and let regular practice-not a dramatic

first effort-do the work.

Then check what tai chi would add to what you already do. A walk, swim or bike ride serves an

aerobic role. Weights, resistance bands or body weight provide strength work. Tai chi offers a

deliberate balance challenge. These activities are not rivals; they cover different parts of

physical fitness.

Write the class on a paper calendar, including the time you need to leave home. That takes one

calendar and a pen. The ink is a small commitment, but it turns "I should work on my balance"

into somewhere you will actually be next week.
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