Facts

ne of today’s most versatile pieces of exercise equipment looks more like an overgrown beach

ball than a useful fitness tool.

The stability ball—an extra-large, inflatable orb designed to improve balance while tar-
geting specific muscle groups—has grown in popularity since its mainstream introduction in the late

1980s and early 1990s.

The stability ball can be adapted for
many uses, including developing core
strength, improving posture and facilitat-
ing stretching, among others. Its appli-
cation is particularly widespread in the
physical therapy industry, where it was
first put to use in the 1960s.

Thanks to fitness professionals’ inter-
est in the stability ball and its numerous
benefits, there have been several exercise
programs developed for just about every
need, desire and body part.

So much of the exercise that people do, such
as running and cycling, focuses on the lower
body. Not much attention is paid to the trunk,
or core, of the body. It is the muscles of the
core—the abdomen, chest and back—that sta-
bilize the rest of the body.

Think of your core as a strong column that
links the upper body and lower body together.
Having a solid core creates a foundation for
all activities, and is especially important when
you add a heavy load, such as weights, to your
workout.

It is important when you are strengthen-
ing the core that you create balance between
the muscles of the abdomen and the back.
Many people will naturally have an imbalance
between the strength of their abdominal mus-
cles and the lower-back muscles. Exercising with
stability balls helps to develop and strengthen
those muscles.

Infomercials and magazine advertisements
seem to be targeting individuals who want to
strengthen their abdominal muscles. However,
the stability ball is well equipped to help you
safely and effectively develop a strong, stable
well-functioning core.

Here are three exercises that can be per-
formed with a standard stability ball that target
all three major sections of the abdominal muscles:

Supine trunk curl—Start with the top of
the ball beneath the center of the back. Press

the lower back into the ball and tighten the
abdominals as you curl the rib cage toward the
pelvis. Slowly return to the starting position.

Supine oblique curl—Start with the top of the
ball beneath the center of the back, then stagger
your feet and rotate your hips to one side. Anchor
the lower hip to the ball and move the rib cage in
a diagonal direction toward the legs (for example,
right elbow to left inner thigh). Make sure your
neck and pelvis are stable.

Forward transverse roll—Kneel on the floor
and place your forearms on the ball, mak-
ing sure your hips and arms form a 90-degree
angle. From this starting position, roll the ball
forward as you simultaneously extend your
arms and legs. Contract your abdominals to
help support your lower back, which should not
be strained.

Roll as far forward as possible without com-
pressing the spine, drooping the shoulders or
rounding the torso. Return to the starting position.

Besides providing balance training, stability
balls work the trunk in almost every exercise
that is performed. By concentrating on the
abdominal section, your posture will improve
and you will find that you are generally more
balanced and aware of your body movements.
Your core will be more prepared to support
the rest of your body in whatever activity you
choose to do.
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It is important to buy the right size ball and
maintain the proper air pressure. The firmer the
ball, the more difficult the exercise will be. The

softer the ball, the less difficult the exercise
will be.

If you are just beginning, overweight,
an older adult or you are generally decon-
ditioned, you may want to consider using
a larger, softer ball. When sitting on the
ball, your knees and hips should align at a
90-degree angle.

Following are general guidelines for buy-
ing the right size stability ball:
o Under 4'6" (137 cm): 30 cm ball (12 inches)
e 4'6"-5'0" (137-152 cm): 45 ¢cm ball

(18 inches)
e 5'1"-5'7" (155-170 cm): 55 ¢m ball

(22 inches)
o 5'8"-6'2" (

(26 inches)
o Over 6'2" (188 cm): 75 cm ball (30 inches)

173-188 cm): 65 ¢cm ball

American Council on Exercise: Stability Ball
Training by Sabra Bonelli: http:/www.acefitness.
org/acestore/p-292-stability-ball-training.aspx
About.com: www.exercise.about.com/cs/
exerciseworkouts/l/aa121200b.htm

American Council on Exercise—ACE Exercise
Library: ACE Exercise Library www.acefitness.org/

exerciselibrary

If you are interested in information on other
health and fitness topics, contact: American
Council on Exercise, 4851 Paramount Drive, San
Diego, CA 92123, 800-825-3636; or, go online at
www.acefitness.org/GetFit and access the com-
plete list of ACE Fit Factsm
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