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C
ore training isn’t just the
buzz at the gym, it’s becom-
ing a goal at the office too, as
the fitness-savvy trade in

their $1,000 Aeron chairs for $40
stability balls.

“Balancing on the ball encourag-
es spinal alignment and continu-
ously engages back and abdominal
muscles,” explains Jane Clapp, co-
author of Working on the Ball (An-
drews McMeel Publishing, $13.95),
a frisky new guide to exercising in
your skirt suit at your cubicle. “The
effort is subtle, but the results ac-
cumulate. Long term, posture defi-
nitely improves.”

“It certainly caused a bit of a stir
when I first started,” recalls Toronto
lawyer Daina Groskaufmanis, cur-
rently enrolled in the Harvard Uni-
versity master of laws program.
“The longer I sat on the ball the
more comfortable other people be-
came with it. At least one other law-
yer got one as well. The ball forces
you to sit up. And if it’s been a long
day, hey, you can bend over back-
wards and stretch out.”

Trend-forward industries such as

the film business already have their
share of ball users. While working
as the head carpenter on the Toron-
to set of 16 Blocks last summer, Al
Letts was not alone on the ball: The
production office was full of them.

“Anything that’s healthy is en-
couraged in those atmospheres,”
Letts says. “It’s more comfortable
than an office chair because it’s got
spring. At the end of the day, you’ve
actually had a good workout and
not even noticed.”

You’re not likely to get abs of
steel, but your back pain might van-
ish. Tom Carter, registered physio-
therapist and manager of the Cana-
dian Back Institute’s Woodbridge,
Ont., clinic, stands behind the ball
as therapy: “If people adopt a more
arched position for the back while
seated, they feel better. On the ball,
they’re able to roll their hips back-
wards slightly and maintain that
arch, typically for between 10 and
30 minutes. What people will do is
alternate or get up and move
around. If you have a work struc-
ture such that you’re moving
around on a paced basis, great.” 

“I was a total skeptic. I thought
this was just one of those weird
things that people who make their
own yogurt do,” broadcast re-
searcher Sharon Flynn says. She re-
solved to start using the ball at work
this New Year. “That pain you get
between the shoulder blades from
hunching over a computer? I don’t
get that any more. Also, it’s fun. You
can bounce when you’re waiting for
something to download.” 

Flynn rolls her ball under her
desk every evening. And she’s lend-
ing it out to the curious while she’s
away at a conference. Admittedly,
her client meetings still take place
in the company boardroom where
there are plenty of chairs.

The stability ball originated in
Italy in 1963 as a toy. Soon there-
after, a Swiss physiotherapist put
the ball to clinical use (hence the
alternative name Swiss Ball). By the
early nineties, progressive Ameri-
can coaches were using the ball as a
conditioning tool for elite athletes.
Trendy gyms took over from there. 

The ball is the most popular way
to engage in active sitting, but there

are less challenging options. You
can buy a frame with legs to keep
the ball in place, or an inflated sit-
ting disc to put on your regular old
chair seat. And for those who insist
on conspicuousness, $769.95 will
get you a German-designed “Swop-
per,” a mobile stool available in six
vibrant colours plus black leather.

Stability balls are already at use in
special needs classrooms for chil-
dren with attention deficit disorder.
With her Wisconsin-based com-
pany, Witt Fitt, Lisa Witt hopes to
make balls commonplace in
schools. After conducting an infor-
mal field study in her former Colo-
rado Grade 6 class, and reading up
on research from Europe, she now
wants to see every kid positioned
ergonomically soundly. Not only
does blood flow improve, aiding
concentration, but the ball works as
an escape valve for fidgets. Witt Fitt
business is expanding, including
inquiries from Canadian princi-
pals. “Most teachers wouldn’t be-
lieve you, but the ball is wonderful,”
Witt attests. Witt Fitt balls come
with little prongs so they stay put

when not in use.
Multidisciplinary designer Jason

Halter first started using the ball at
his desk several years ago when
there were six or so floating around
the Bruce Mau Design studio in To-
ronto where he then worked. Now a
principle of Wonder Inc., Halter has
one for the office and one for home.
He appreciates the way the ball
abets his “conscientious but lazy”
nature, forcing him into a posture
boost. He also likes the way the ball
stops just that bit short of relaxing.
“You don’t slink back into your chair
and become one with your moni-
tor,” he says. “It reminds you to get
up, move around and drink eight
glasses of water a day.”

“The only person I’ve seen have a
bad experience with the ball is the
nerdy Dwight character on the TV
show The Office,” says Clapp’s co-
author, Sarah Robichaud, “because
Jim stole his ball and punctured it!
My clients tell me they love working
on the ball. I mean, why not multi-
task your way to core strength?”
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On the ball
Active sitting isn’t just ‘one of those weird things that people who make their own yogurt do.’ It’s the perfect
exercise for our multitasking lives, writes LOUISA McCORMACK

Multidisciplinary designer Jason
Halter, pictured here with his
daughter Frederique, has been
working on the ball for several
years. He appreciates how active
sitting helps fight the
at-computer slouch: ‘You don’t
slink back into your chair and
become one with your monitor,’
he says.
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saw the birthing rooms
at Toronto’s Women’s
College Hospital before

the birth of her son last fall, her
heart sank.

The prospect of spending hours,
perhaps days, labouring and giving
birth in one of the hospital’s eight
windowless cells with their spartan
beige walls and array of scary look-
ing medical equipment was “not
exactly inspiring,” she said.

Still, says Madison, who is an in-
terior decorator and owner of De-
sign in Vision in Toronto, “I thought
that when you’re in labour, the last
thing you’re going to be worried
about is the decor.”

When the time came, however,
she found that the sterile, institu-
tional surroundings unsettling. She
was there, after all, for 28 hours.

“The medication helped me
manage the pain,” she says, “but I
was really anxious and I thought I
would have been much more re-
laxed if the room had been nicer.”

So, when the National Home
Show called asking Madison to
make over birthing room No. 6 , she
jumped at the chance.

This week, after two days of hard
labour, she unveiled the results — a
softly lit retreat refurbished and re-
painted with serene colours and
homey furnishings, a space that
gives new life to an old idea.

Birthing rooms have been part of
the Canadian hospital landscape
since the 1970s, says Jennifer Blake,
chief of obstetrics and gynecology
at Women’s College and Sunny-
brook hospitals. “It started with the
wish to demedicalize the birthing
process and include the family in
the event.”

That and a recognition that “be-
ing comfortable and at ease really
does facilitate labour.” LDR rooms
(labour/delivery/recovery) are now
available in 39 per cent of Canadian
hospitals. But it is only recently that
the institutions have turned their
attentions to the actual aesthetics
of the process. Most Toronto hospi-
tals have recently, or are in the pro-
cess of renovating their obstetrical
facilities. Funding of course is the
big issue, says Dianne Younker,
nursing administrator for perinatal
care at Mount Sinai hospital. “It’s a
slow process, but it is happening.”

Mount Sinai, for instance, has 20
birthing rooms, six of which Younk-
er says “are quite lovely — private
rooms with showers and Jacuzzi
baths and La-Z-Boy chairs. Others
are works in progress,” she says.

At Sunnybrook, plans are in the
works to open a beautiful new
birthing room by 2008. Blake says it
will be spacious and bright with
large windows overlooking a wood-
ed ravine. The decor will be “very
clean and very simple, neutral and
calming.

“The idea is that the facilities are

all there but you’ll never know it,”
she says. “Then if something goes
wrong you’ve got every bit of help
available to you.”

Until the Sunnybrook room is
ready, Blake is grateful for the Na-
tional Home Show’s offer to rede-
corate room No. 6.

An hour before the official “re-
veal” of Madison’s room, the de-
signer is arranging a teapot and
cups and a selection of herbal teas
on the brand new Ikea vanity. A big
leather recliner has yet to be deliv-
ered to replace the small hard chair
in the corner. The chair will be posi-
tioned beside a faux window
framed by gently flowered curtains.

Madison feels that even the sug-
gestion of a window will give new
mums a psychological boost and
make the room less claustrophobic.
She has also replaced the harsh flu-
orescent lights with softer bulbs.
The walls, once a grimy beige are
now calming shades of pale blue
(Benjamin Moore HC 146) and light
green (Benjamin Moore 2145-40),
which Madison has applied in un-
even blocks to add visual interest.
Framed photos hang on the wall.
There’s a new bedside table, pillow-
cases and towels, massage oil and a
stylish reading lamp. Spa music
pours softly from a small CD player.

“It you can put your mind some-
where else, it really helps,” she says,
surveying her creation. “And be-
sides, the first thing your baby
should see is a pretty room.”

The proposed birthing rooms for
Sunnybrook hospital in Toronto,
as shown in this artist’s rendering,
will be spacious and bright with
large windows overlooking a
wooded ravine. 

 

The burn. Sitting on a ball burns
more calories than planting yourself
on a regular chair.
The target. Active sitting targets the
tough-to-tone torso.
The posture. Sit up straighter and
you’ll stand up straighter.
The exercise. It’s a workout even on
the days you can’t make it the gym.
The flow. Improved energy circula-
tion boosts productivity — hey,
maybe you’ll really be able to end
your workday on time.

Ball benefits

• STYLE DESIGN

Choose the right size ball. The softer
the ball, the less challenging it will
be.
Sit tall. Imagine you’re a puppet with
a string pulling your head upward to-
ward the ceiling.
Suck it in. Pull your bellybutton into
your spine, as if you’re wearing a cor-
set.
Balance yourself. Plant your feet
firmly, hip-width apart.
Easy does it. Move smoothly, no jerk-
ing.
One roll at a time. Start slowly and
work your way up to a full day.
— Louisa McCormack

Sit tips


