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Introduction

I am very concerned about people being able to defend 
themselves against a physical attack. That’s why I’ve taught 
self defense and martial arts for 60 years. I hope you’ve found 
your classes and articles on this blog site helpful in your 
training through the years.

What I’d like to do in this new year is to focus on protecting 
the vulnerable. I’ve had the privilege of teaching self defense 
to many “vulnerable communities,” including the blind, deaf, 
elderly, paraplegics, brain damaged, veterans with PTSD, 
people with medical conditions, and children with learning 
challenges. Martial arts self defense has something for all of 
these people.
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Protecting the Elderly

The term “elderly” is somewhat subjective. I will be 75 at my 
next birthday. Some people would call me elderly, but am I? 
What about someone who is 65? or 70? or 80? Here are 
some interesting definitions of what it means to be “elderly.”

• Rather old — Merriam-Webster
• Being past middle age and approaching old age — The 

American Heritage Dictionary
• Of advanced age — Dictionary.com

Someone has said that “age is just a number,” but there is 
something about aging that we need to notice. Some people 
in their 60s are in great physical condition, but some are not. 
Some people in their 70s are in great physical condition, but 
some are not. The same is true for people in their 80s and 
90s. My father ran marathons and half-marathons during his 
70s and 80s and was planning on finishing a marathon in his 
mid-90s. Unfortunately, he became ill when he was 95 and 
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couldn’t complete that goal. Until he became ill people knew 
he was an older man, but not many thought of him as “old” 
because of his physical strength.

Moses lived to be 120 years old, yet the Bible says that when 
he died – “His  eyes were not dim nor his natural 
vigor  diminished” (Deuteronomy 34:7). Moses lived an 
unusual life and was physically blessed through his many 
meetings with God. So, it’s interesting that Moses wrote these 
words:

The days of our lives are seventy years; And if by reason 
of strength  they are eighty years, Yet their boast  is only 
labor and sorrow; For it is soon cut off, and we fly away. 
Psalm 90:10

King David died at 70 years of age and the Bible records that 
he was “old, advanced in years” (1 Kings 1:1). David was not 
well at the end of his life. He was a vigorous warrior king in his 
younger life, but fighting and ruling took a toll on him toward 
the end of his life. He didn’t have the strength to continue after 
70.
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The Apostle Paul told churches to take care of widows after 
they turned 60, “if” they didn’t have children and grandchildren 
to take care of them and if they had led an exemplary life. (1 
Timothy 5)

So, who should we consider “elderly” and in need of 
protection? The Free Medical Dictionary has an interesting 
definition that may help.

“Individuals over 65 years old who have functional 
impairments”

The aging process affects people differently at different stages 
in their lives. One of the benefits of martial arts training is that 
it is a healthy physical system of exercise, in addition to 
preparing someone to defend themselves in a variety of 
situations. However, people begin to lose muscle strength as 
they age. Some also lose flexibility and speed, so running 
from an attacker may become more difficult. One of the 
reasons I like teaching Yon Ch’uan Martial Arts and Hwa Yu 
T’ai Chi Ch’uan self defense to older people is because they 
learn how to use minimum physical force for maximum 
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efficiency. They may not be able to run from an attacker, but 
they can redirect an attacker to the ground or into an object 
that allows them (the older person) to walk away unharmed.
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PSDA

The first thing I recommend in protecting the elderly is to 
conduct a Personal Self Defense Assessment (PSDA).

A Personal Self Defense Assessment is a process of 
examining a person’s physical and emotional ability to defend 
themselves against an attack in five areas:

1. Inside their home
2. Outside their home
3. In their neighborhood
4. In their car
5. In public places

Conducting a PSDA is something I recommend for everyone, 
but especially for those who are vulnerable. We are beginning 
this series by looking at protecting the elderly.
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Some older people might want to do their own PSDA, but 
others might appreciate the help of family or friends. Here are 
some examples of questions that will help you determine an 
older person’s “emotional safety” (ES Score).

1. Do you feel safe inside your home? (e.g. living room, 
bedrooms, bathrooms, kitchen, etc)

2. Do you feel safe outside your home? (e.g. front yard, 
back yard, side yard, front porch, patio, breezeway, 
garage, etc)

3. Do you feel safe in your neighborhood? (e.g. walking 
next door to a neighbor’s house, walking down your 
street, walking a few blocks away from your home, etc)

4. Do you feel safe in your car? (e.g. driving or riding in your 
neighborhood, driving or riding in a familiar part of your 
town, driving or riding in an unfamiliar part of your town, 
driving or riding to another city, etc)

5. Do you feel safe in public? (e.g. grocery store, drug 
store, gasoline station, post office, shopping center, 
airport, etc)
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If you are a friend or family member conducting this PSDA 
with an older person, their answers will give you a great 
insight to their “feeling” of safety – also known as “emotional 
safety.” Older people often feel unsafe, which can cause them 
not to leave their homes for fear of being attacked.

This next set of questions will help you determine an older 
person’s “awareness safety” (AS Score).

1. Are you aware of your surroundings at home?
2. Are you aware of your surroundings in public?
3. Do you know what decreases your awareness of 

personal danger?
4. Do you know what increases your awareness of personal 

danger?
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If you are a friend or family member conducting this PSDA 
with an older person, their answers will give you a great 
insight to how aware they are of situations that could cause 
them physical injury. Their answers will also help you 
determine how to help them increase their awareness. Older 
people are often unaware of situations that could lead to a 
physical attack.

This next set of questions will help you determine an older 
person’s “physical safety” (PS Score).

1. How well do see? (e.g. good eyesight, poor eyesight, 
need glasses to see well, etc)

2. How well do you see at night? (e.g. see well at night, 
don’t see well at night, need a light on to find their way 
through their home, etc)

3. How well do you hear? (e.g. good hearing, poor hearing, 
need hearing aid to hear well, etc)

4. How well do you speak? (e.g. strong voice, weak voice)
5. How well could you use your speech to de-escalate a 

verbal altercation before it becomes physically violent? 
(e.g. well, not well, etc)
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6. How strong are your lungs? (e.g. strong, not strong, etc)
7. How loudly can you yell? (e.g. loudly, not loudly)
8. How strong are you physically? How much weight can 

you lift? (e.g. strong, weak, etc)
9. How far can you throw an object? (e.g. far, not far, etc)
10.How strong is your heart? (e.g. strong, not strong, etc)
11.How flexible and agile are you? (e.g. flexible, not flexible, 

agile, not agile, etc)
12.How quickly can you move? (e.g. quickly, not quickly, etc)
13.What is your stamina for withstanding an attack that 

might last 20 to 30 seconds? (e.g. good, not good, etc)
14.How well do you walk? (e.g. walk well without assistance, 

need assistance to walk, use cane, use walker, in a 
wheel chair, etc)

15.How well do you run? (e.g. run well for long distances, 
run well for short distance, don’t run well, don’t run at all, 
etc)

16.How well can you move your body forward, backward, 
and to the sides to avoid an attack? (e.g. move quickly 
with balance, leap or jump out of the way of an attack)
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17.How well could you defend yourself if someone grabbed 
you? (e.g. arm grab, shoulder grab .. from front, back, or 
side)

18.How well could you defend yourself if someone held your 
entire body? (e.g. from front, back, or side)

19.How well could you defend yourself from a mugger’s 
hold? (e.g. attack from back, arm around neck, pulling 
backwards)

20.How well could you defend yourself if someone pushed 
you? (e.g. from front, back, or side)

21.How well could you defend yourself if someone pulled 
you? (e.g. from front, back, or side)

22.How well can you protect yourself from serious injury if 
you fall while being pushed or pulled? (e.g. forward fall, 
backward fall, side fall, rolling fall, etc)

23.How well could you defend yourself if someone choked 
you? (e.g. from front, back, or side)

24.How well could you defend yourself if someone tried to 
hit you? (e.g. from front, back, or side)
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25.How well could you defend yourself if someone 
approached you with a weapon? (e.g. stick, knife, gun … 
from front, back, or side)

26.Have you ever taken self-defense lessons? If so, for how 
long? What do you remember from what you learned? 
Would you be willing to take more lessons now that 
you’re older?

27.If you never took self-defense lessons, would you be 
willing to that if you saw how it could help you become 
more confident and skilled in defending yourself 
effectively and efficiently?

28.Are you willing to use physical force to protect yourself 
against an attack, if necessary? (e.g. using hands, 
elbows, knees, and feet, etc)

29.Are you willing to use a weapon to protect yourself 
against an attack? (e.g. striking an attacker with a cane 
or other object .. causing the attacker pain and possible 
injury)

30.Do you know where to strike an attacker to end an attack 
quickly? (e.g. targeting eyes, throat, groin, top of foot, top 
of hand, etc. will end an attack more quickly than 
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targeting larger parts of the body) Are you willing to target 
those areas of an attacker’s body in order to protect 
yourself?

If you are a friend or family member conducting this PSDA 
with an older person, their answers will give you a great 
insight to their ability to defend themselves against a physical 
attack – also known as “physical safety” – and their 
willingness to learn self defense and use a forceful response 
when necessary. Older people often lack physical skills 
necessary to defend themselves against a physical attack, so 
self-defense classes focusing on their special needs can help 
them. Most older people don’t want to hurt other people, so 
self-defense training can help them understand the need for 
using force to protect themselves.

Once you know the emotional, awareness, and physical 
safety scores of a friend or loved one, you will be able to help 
them develop the skills necessary to be safe at home and in 
public.
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Once an elderly person completes their PSDA you can 
determine the best way to help them learn to protect 
themselves. Here’s the first step that I recommend.

Awareness

Self defense at any age begins with being  aware  of your 
surroundings. It’s a combination of self-awareness and 
environmental-awareness – sometimes referred to 
as Situational or 360 Awareness. This is the mental aspect of 
protecting yourself from a physical attack.

The best way not to get hurt in an attack is not be there. If 
older people think defensively and train to survive, they won’t 
purposely put themselves in places where attacks are likely to 
happen. That’s smart and will probably keep them from being 
hurt most of the time. However, more and more attacks are 
happening in places we cannot avoid, unless we want to 
cower behind locked doors and never venture outside to live 
our lives. That is no way to live. So, instead of cowering 
behind locked doors, we open our doors and go outside and 
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live our lives – having trained in the  3 A’s of Attack 
Awareness:

“Be Aware that an Attack can happen Anywhere, at 
Anytime, by Anyone.”

I’m in my mid-70s, but I don’t walk around afraid of people. I 
like people and enjoy being around them. Most older people I 
know also like to be around friends, family, and even 
strangers they meet along the way. However, I am aware that 
I could be attacked anywhere: inside my house, in my yard, 
in my driveway, on the street in front of my house, down the 
block, at the store, at church, anywhere. So, what do I do? I 
stay mentally aware.
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Situational Awareness

It’s important that we be aware of our situation and 
surroundings every moment we are awake. An easy way to 
remember the idea of situational awareness is TLD. I call it 
the Three Awares –

1. Time
2. Location
3. Distance

One way to help older people understand this is for them to 
ask themselves several questions before leaving the house. 
Keep in mind that we don’t want to frighten people during 
training. We want to help build their confidence at the same 
time they’re learning how to be safe. Knowledge is power.
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• What time of day is it when I leave?
• Will it become night before I return home?
• If so, what lights do I need to leave on inside and outside 

my house to make my return home safer?
• Will I be with someone else or alone when I return 

home?
• If I’m with someone, would they know how to help me if 

I’m attacked?
• Where am I going?
• Is it a long way from home?
• Is the location safe at this time of day?
• Will the location be safe if it becomes dark while I’m 

there?
• Do I have any concerns about finding my way there or 

back if I’m alone?
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You can also ask the elderly person you’re training if they 
have any other awareness concerns. They often do and it’s 
helpful for them to be confident that they get the opportunity to 
ask anything that’s on their mind. If you will be training this 
person(s) on a regular basis, remind them each time you see 
them that you welcome their questions and concerns. We’re 
there to help them.
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Whether you are training one elderly person or a group of 
elderly people, help them feel loved and safe. The Bible 
clearly shows that God cares for elderly people and expects 
younger people to show a similar care for them. Elderly 
people should be respected and protected.

Physical Training

Once you’ve helped an elderly person understand the 
emotional aspects of self defense, you can move forward to 
physical training. Most older people I’ve trained have some 
ability to move away from danger, but speed, agility, strength, 
and endurance may be a challenge. That’s something you 
can determine as you get to know your older student(s). 
Some older people don’t mind admitting their limitations, but 
some may. Be sensitive and gentle in how you approach the 
subject of physical response to attacks.
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I teach children, teens, and younger adults to do one of five 
things when they sense danger:

1. Run
2. Escape and run
3. Stun and run
4. Throw and run
5. Fight and run

Notice that “running” is part of all five responses. While that 
works for the majority of people you may train, vulnerable 
populations may not be able to run from danger. That makes 
“awareness” and “physical response” even more important.
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Personal Fitness

Personal fitness is a key to any person’s ability to respond 
positively to physical attack. Exercise and diet are primary 
aspects of achieving that goal.

Walking may be one of the best exercises for elderly people. 
Some of the benefits of walking include:

• strengthen muscles
• help prevent weight gain
• lower risks of heart disease, stroke, diabetes, and 

osteoporosis
• improve balance
• lower the likelihood of falling

https://www.healthinaging.org/tools-and-tips/tip-sheet-walking-older-adults
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Even if an older person is not able to “run” from danger, they 
can “walk quickly” to a safe place. Learning awareness often 
puts elderly people in a good position for safety because they 
won’t leave a building or car if they see something nearby that 
could be dangerous (e.g. someone hanging around their 
house, car, or store). Your students should know that it’s a 
good thing to ask someone for help in getting to and from a 
building to a car. Attackers usually look for older people who 
are alone. If they see an older person with someone else, 
they will often keep their distance. The Buddy System  is a 
good thing to teach older people. It’s better to go places with a 
friend or family member or ask someone who works at a store 
to walk them out to their car.

If an older person does happen to be outside alone, they can 
also call for help and fight back if necessary. We’ll be sharing 
some of the physical skills they can learn as our series 
continues. However, the better their physical fitness, the 
better they’ll be able to resist a physical attack.
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Older people often lose some of their physical strength as 
they age, but that doesn’t mean they can’t rebuild some of 
what they’ve lost or hold on to what they have. Progressive 
weight training, eating a healthy diet, and being involved in a 
good exercise program (e.g. walking, biking, swimming, 
hiking, T’ai Chi, martial arts)) are keys to building fitness and 
strength as we age.

Many gyms and fitness centers offer free programs for senior 
citizens. You can determine whether to train elderly people for 
free or charge a small amount based on what it costs you to 
train (e.g. renting a building, buying equipment, etc).

Martial arts is one of the best fitness programs available. You 
can tailor the exercises to the age and physical abilities of 
each person and group you train. I’ve taught classes where 
some of the older people could stand and move for 30 
minutes or longer, while others could not. I taught those 
people how to hold on to the back of a chair or to sit in the 
chair to practice with the class. The idea is for them to move 
and have fun. Always let them know that whatever they 
choose to do is fine with you and everyone else in the class. 
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That’s part of demonstrating love and respect for every 
person you teach.
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Training Safely

Every class you teach should emphasize safety. That’s true 
for people of all ages, but especially for older people. Let your 
students know that safety is your number one concern and 
that you are always open to them expressing their concerns 
about anything the class is doing.

You may find it helpful to require students to get a doctor’s 
approval before starting classes with you. That can be good 
for them and for you. If their doctor has any concerns, they 
can include that information in the approval note your student 
gives you. Being aware of a vulnerable population’s 
vulnerability is important for making your class a safe place 
for everyone.
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One concern older people have is falling and injuring 
themselves. Keep your eyes out for anything in your training 
area that might cause someone to fall. That can include fluid 
spills on the floor, loose rugs, obstacles in the room, children 
running into people, etc. Elderly people are also more prone 
to stress fractures, so limiting the training time may also be 
helpful for them.
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What is the best method of self defense for the elderly? My 
simple answer is “the one that works.” A more complex 
answer might be “the one you can learn to use.”

As for who I mean when I use the term “elderly,” please refer 
back to the first part of our series.

Learning Self Defense

Self defense begins with physical and emotional assessment, 
then moves to awareness, and a person’s fitness for defense. 
The next step is to find a teacher.

Finding a teacher is more than just selecting a particular self-
defense system to study. It also includes the teacher’s 
aptitude to teach the elderly and a sensitivity to their special 
needs. I’ve been teaching self defense for almost 60 years, 
but readily admit it took awhile before I understood how to 
teach older people. Becoming an older person certainly 
helped, but a good teacher will study the needs of all the 
people who attend their classes.

https://gracemartialarts.com/2023/02/06/protecting-the-vulnerable-part-one/
https://gracemartialarts.com/2023/02/20/protecting-the-vulnerable-part-two/
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As more and more older people attend a class, the teacher 
should look for ways to help them with their special needs. 
The instructor may find that scheduling a specific class for 
people in their 60s, 70s, and 80s, might be helpful. An older 
person can continue to train with younger classmates if they 
like, but some might want to train with people their own age. 
It’s an individual thing, so having options is a good idea.
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Special Note for Seniors

Older people are usually gentle people, so some of the self-
defense target areas I’m going to mention may sound like 
“dirty” fighting. Let me be clear as someone who has been a 
senior citizen for many years .. there is no such thing as “dirty” 
self defense when an elderly person is attacked. Most attacks 
on older people are by younger people. That’s what I call 
“dirty.” Many attacks on older people are vicious and violent. 
That’s what I call “dirty.” So, anything that an older person can 
use to defend themselves should not be considered “dirty.”

However, if an older person were to get the upper hand on an 
attacker and attempt to take revenge on them for the attack, 
that’s where the “dirty” line is crossed. Once an older person 
is free to escape an attack, they should escape .. not try to 
take revenge.

Now, let’s look at some effective martial arts an older person 
could study to learn how to defend themselves.
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T’ai Chi Ch’uan

T’ai Chi Ch’uan is an excellent self-defense system for older 
people. Grand Master John Chung Li used to say that Hwa Yu 
T’ai Chi Ch’uan was “good for health and self defense.” I 
agree. T’ai Chi is excellent for improving people’s health – 
people of all ages. It is also good for self defense. T’ai Chi 
Ch’uan can be extremely effective at defending against attack 
and defeating an opponent. Hwa Yu, like some other system 
of T’ai Chi Ch’uan, include short Animal forms that are easy to 
learn and use in real-life situations.

T’ai Chi can help older people build strength and balance, 
which are important to health and self defense. T’ai Chi 
Ch’uan uses basic martial arts principles like evasion, 
quartering, and countering. All of those are important to an 
older person’s success in defending themselves against 
attack. We use the following terms in Hwa Yu T’ai Chi Ch’uan 
and Yon Ch’uan Martial Arts:
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• Yield
• Clear
• Contact
• Control
• Counter

Though T’ai Chi Ch’uan has the appearance of a slow-moving 
and gentle exercise, it can also be used quickly to defend 
against an attacker. GM Li used to say, “slow makes fast.” 
Moving slowly at first helps build a person’s ability to move 
quickly and effectively when necessary. T’ai Chi instructors 
who understand the self-defense aspects of the art will guide 
students to understand how to use the movements if attacked.

One of the best self-defense techniques in T’ai Chi Ch’uan is 
“coiling and uncoiling.” It’s a way of moving your wrist and 
forearm in a way that facilitates a quick escape from someone 
who grabs you. We teach it to everyone from young children 
to older adults. The technique is part of the “Contact/Control” 
feature of T’ai Chi, which can also be used for pulling 
someone into a throw or pushing someone away from you. 
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Contact is usually made with the “coiling” technique. Control is 
usually made with the “uncoiling” technique. It’s a way of 
escaping from an attacker without doing them much harm.

There are times when a person needs to cause harm to an 
attacker (see Special Note for Seniors above). That means 
striking a target area that brings the attack to a quick and 
effective end. Targets in T’ai Chi Ch’uan include an attacker’s 
eyes, nose, temples, throat, solar plexus, groin, knees, shins, 
and top of feet. If your teacher knows Chin Na, you can also 
learn joint locking to set up an attacker for a quick throw. I 
don’t recommend that older people attempt to place attackers 
in holds.

Having something in your pocket or purse that you can throw 
toward the eyes of an attacker can give you an advantage as 
well. In the brief moment that they blink their eyes because of 
something coming at them, you can evade and escape, or 
counter attack.
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If an older person happens to use a cane for walking or 
balance, the cane can be an excellent self-defense weapon. 
Some T’ai Chi instructors will know how to help you learn to 
use your cane for that purpose. Other options are to learn 
how to use near-by objects that you can grab and use to 
defend yourself. I call that “environmental” defense weapons 
because they are available in any given environment in which 
you find yourself. Learning how to wield environmental 
weapons so that an attacker cannot easily block or evade the 
weapon is an important part of the lessons. A quick cane 
handle strike to an attacker’s throat or solar plexus, or a 
powerful lifting cane strike to an attacker’s groin can give you 
the time you need to escape to safety.

Another thing you can do is create “a scene.” By that I mean 
you draw attention to the fact that someone is attacking you. 
Yell, scream, wave or poke your cane at your attacker – 
anything you can do to get the attention of other people who 
might come to your aid.
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Karate

Karate is another excellent system of self defense for older 
people. I include Kempo, Tang Soo Do, Taekwondo, and Krav 
Maga in this category. Even if an older person was not a 
Karate student when they were younger, they can still learn 
defensive techniques that are effective against an attack. Yon 
Ch’uan Martial Arts is an excellent example of how to use 
blocks, kicks, strikes, traps, and throws in defending against 
an attack. The principles of evasion, quartering, and 
countering are also applicable in Karate.

Targets in Karate include an attacker’s eyes, nose, temples, 
throat, solar plexus, groin, knees, shins, and top of feet. If 
your teacher knows Chin Na or Jujutsu, you can also learn 
joint locking to set up an attacker for a quick throw.
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Having something in your pocket or purse that you can throw 
toward the eyes of an attacker can give you an advantage as 
well. In the brief moment that they blink their eyes because of 
something coming at them, you can evade and escape, or 
counter attack.

Karate also has many weapons that you can learn to use, but 
it’s important to remember that an attacker may be able to 
take the weapon away and use it on you. Learning how to use 
a short stick (e.g. Yawara, Escrima) in class is also a good 
way of understanding how to grab something near you (e.g. 
environmental) and use it as a defensive and/or offensive 
weapon.

I also want to make mention of yelling or shouting for self 
defense. Karate teaches students to yell or shout loudly as 
they strike .. sometimes when they block. Martial artists use 
the yell to help focus their power into the strike. A side benefit 
is that students learn how to yell loudly. If an attacker pulls 
you close to their head, yell loudly into their ear. The sound 
will disable their thinking for just a moment. If you kick them in 
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their groin with your knee immediately following your shout, 
that could be enough to escape.
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Kung Fu

Kung Fu has many similarities to Karate. That’s because 
some older Karate styles came from Kung Fu. Many of the 
things written above also apply to Kung Fu. Some styles of 
Kung Fu are more external in the way power is generated for 
martial techniques. Some styles of Kung Fu are more internal 
and in the way power is generated for martial techniques. I’ve 
studied both and both are effective. However, older people 
may find internal Kung Fu to work better for them.

Hwa Yu T’ai Chi Ch’uan, 15 Animal Kung Fu, and Yon Ch’uan 
Martial Arts are examples of internal Kung Fu. Wing Chun is 
another Kung Fu system that many elderly people say they 
like for self defense.
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Judo and Aikido

I don’t usually recommend that older people study Judo and 
Aikido unless they have previous experience with it because 
of the dangers related to falling. Older people can learn how 
to off-balance and throw someone, but the rigors of falling and 
being thrown in class could lead to serious injury. If you have 
previous experience with Judo or Aikido you will probably do 
fine as long as the teacher understands how aging affects 
martial artists.

Experienced Judo and Aikido instructors will be careful in 
training older people without previous experience in the arts. I 
have taught older people how to fall for the purpose of not 
hurting themselves if they slip on ice, trip over their dog, etc. 
However, the training needs to be done slowly and carefully. 
Most elderly people I’ve trained were thankful to see how safe 
falling works, but didn’t want to practice it. That’s okay. The 
choice needs to be theirs.
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Judo and Aikido are both effective in self defense because 
they use an attacker’s strength and force against them. We 
teach both in Yon Ch’uan Martial Arts as alternatives to 
harsher defenses (e.g. kicks, strikes, etc). However, I will say 
that yielding, clearing, and blending with an attacker so that 
he is thrown into a wall or other hard object will definitely 
leave a mark (on them).
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Jujutsu

Many attacks on people, including the elderly, go to the 
ground. Learning some basics of how to survive a ground 
attack can be beneficial, even life-saving. An important key, as 
with Judo, is to train with a teacher who is experienced at 
working with elderly people. That’s based on any previous 
experience with Jujutsu, strength, fitness, and flexibility. The 
last thing an older person wants to do is injure themselves 
learning how not to be injured. Older people do not heal as 
quickly as younger people, so keep that in mind as you select 
a self-defense method.
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Boxing

Boxing can be a good fitness exercise for older people, but 
finding a teacher who understands the physical needs of 
seniors is important. Previous experience with boxing is also 
helpful. I saw a convenience store video of an older man (in 
his 70s) knock out three young men who were trying to rob 
him as he was leaving the store. The man had been a 
champion boxer when he was younger, so he knew how to 
take a strong stance and deliver the knockout blows. 
However, an older person with no previous boxing experience 
would need to learn from a good teacher who would honestly 
evaluate whether boxing was a good fit for them.

Boxing is fighting and fighting is not usually the best option for 
an older person. However, if your only way out of an attack is 
to take a strong stance and hit people hard boxing is an 
option.
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My Personal Recommendation

After almost 60 years training people in martial arts and self 
defense, my personal recommendation to older people is to 
begin with T’ai Chi Ch’uan – especially those older than 70 
and people with medical conditions or physical limitations. T’ai 
Chi is good for health and self defense, so it can help you in 
both areas. Plus, T’ai Chi classes are usually a lot of fun!

Find a teacher who has many years of experience in both the 
health and self defense sides of T’ai Chi. Once you have 
some solid training in T’ai Chi Ch’uan, you may find that you’d 
like to also learn something else. That other martial art may 
be taught in the same location as your T’ai Chi class, or your 
teacher or fellow students may have some good ideas for you.
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Tips For Older Adults

If you’ve never studied martial arts or taken self defense 
classes before, you may wonder where to begin.

1. My first tip is to visit some different classes and see what 
they do. Talk with the instructor and students. Are there 
any older adults in the classes? If so, talk with them 
about their experience. Would they recommend the class 
for someone of your age and physical abilities? Does it 
look like students are having fun? Are they learning real 
self defense? Does it look like something you could do 
for your age and physical condition? I suggest you visit at 
least three different self defense schools before making 
your decision.

2. My second tip is to attend classes with a friend or family 
member. They may want to participate in the class or just 
be there for you and watch. Either way, it’s helpful to 
have someone you know well in the class with you. Many 
older married couples have attended my T’ai Chi classes 
through the years and it’s wonderful to see how much 
they enjoyed their time in class together.
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3. My third tip is to prepare your body for a martial arts or 
self defense class. Stretch your body before and after the 
class. The instructor can recommend some good 
stretches that match the type of class you’ll be taking.

4. My fourth tip is to stay hydrated before, during, and after 
class. Take some bottled water to class with you. Another 
idea is to mix amino acids with water in a sports bottle 
about an hour or two before going to teach a class. That 
gives the amino acids time to dissolve. I sip the amino 
water before, during, and after each class. It keeps me 
hydrated and the aminos help restore my body during a 
workout. If you prefer to purchase a sports drink, be 
careful that the sugar and salt levels are not too high. It’s 
not good for people of any age, but it’s especially harder 
on the elderly.

5. My fifth tip is to eat healthy meals throughout the day. 
That’s good advice for every day, but especially on days 
you go to class. You can time your meals on class day 
based on class time. Don’t eat a big meal close to going 
to class. Good nutrition is important for all of us.
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6. My sixth tip is to learn five or six self-defense techniques 
that would work in most situations. We have a saying in 
martial arts that if an attacker can’t see or breathe, they 
can’t fight. Learning to disrupt the sight and breathing of 
an attacker will often give you time to escape to safety.

7. My seventh tip is to be patient. It takes time to learn self 
defense. Most people can learn the basics of self 
protection in a few weeks, but becoming proficient at 
performing those basics can take months. If you enjoy 
the classes, you may find something you’ll want to do for 
years. That’s often the experience of older people who 
study T’ai Chi Ch’uan. It’s a martial arts you can for the 
rest of your life.

8. My eighth tip is not to protect something that can be 
replaced. By that, I mean don’t try to stop someone from 
stealing your wallet or purse. I know how precious the 
items in them are to you, but it’s not worth you being 
severely injured or even killed over some things that can 
be replaced. About 40 years ago, a co-worker told me 
about his 80-year-old mother being seriously injured by a 
robber. She was walking downtown when a man grabbed 
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her purse. She held on to the purse and was dragged for 
more than a city block. An ambulance took her to the 
emergency room. She spent several days in the hospital 
and several weeks recovering at home. My friend 
showed me photos of his mother’s injuries and they were 
bad. She was bruised from head to toe – lucky to be 
alive. Losing “things” is not worth losing your health or 
life. If someone demands you give them something that 
can be replaced, let them have it.

My hope and prayer for any elderly person reading this series 
is that you will never be attacked. However, we live in a 
dangerous world at a dangerous time. We all need to be 
ready to defend ourselves if needed. Awareness is your best 
defense, but also look into a few self-defense techniques that 
would work for you.
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