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Using the Wii for Vestibular Rehabilitation 
Clinical Observations 

 
By Margaret Fitzpatrick, PT, DPT, OCS, and Lynne Harding, PT, (Willow Grove Physical 
Therapy) and the Vestibular Disorders Association 
 

The Nintendo Wii is a popular video game 
console that permits users to be more 
physically active during what has 
traditionally been a sedentary activity. 
Wiis include a hand controller that senses 
players’ movements; for instance, players 
may see an image of a bowling lane with 
a group of pins, and a hand that 
corresponds to their own hand’s position 
holding a ball. To knock the pins down, 
players will use the same physical 
motions required during an actual bowling 
game: drawing an arm back and then 
moving forward in order to “throw” the 
virtual ball. This element of real-life 
movement has inspired people of all ages 
to use the Wii as a tool for physical 
fitness. 
 
A recent case study noted that the use  
of the Wii for physical rehabilitation 
produced improvements in visual-
perceptual processing, postural control, 
and functional mobility (Deutsch et al, 
2008). Now physical therapists are using 
the console to help patients recover 
balance. At our clinic, the integration  
of dynamic balance, visual stimulation, 
and realistic arm motions in a controlled 
environment has made the Wii a valuable 
component of our vestibular rehabilitation 

program. Before introducing the Wii into 
therapy, we typically start patients with 
clinically proven exercises to improve 
gaze stabilization and balance. Once 
patients are able to perform vestibulo-
ocular reflex exercises that involve head-
shaking while in front of a busy visual 
background, the Wii can be introduced as 
a progression into more demanding 
activities.  
 
Using the Wii for vestibular therapy 
requires a balance board called the WiiFit. 
When patients stand on the WiiFit, the 
board’s sensors record their foot and leg 
movements. Before starting a program, 
patients create personal profiles with 
their individual statistics, including 
height, weight, age, and basic balance 
skills. A physical therapist can then work 
together with each patient to create a 
treatment plan of activities.  
 
Program choices that have been 
successfully used at our clinic include 
“Tightrope Walk,” an activity where 
patients have to stay balanced when 
walking and jumping over obstacles while 
experiencing visual distractions, such as 
birds flying by. “Soccer Heading” involves 
patients shifting weight  
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to hit soccer balls while avoiding shoes  
and other flying objects that are racing 
toward them. “Table Tilt” requires  
very refined weight shifts which move 
marbles across a board and into holes 
without losing them over the side of  
the board. These games are effective  
at providing visual stimulation while 
simultaneously challenging balance. 
Another activity, the Wii Sports game, 
includes everything from the previously 
mentioned bowling to boxing. The game 
can be used as an adjunct to traditional 
static and dynamic balance exercises to 
help prepare patients for resuming their 
regular activities.  
 
The relatively inexpensive Wii provides 
patients with visual and balance chal-
lenges in a safe and fun environment. 
After using the Wii in our clinic for the 
past six months, our experience has been 
that many patients have enjoyed it so 
much that they purchase a unit for their 
home, and their compliance with therapy 
and resulting outcomes are improved. 
One particular patient, who had a left-
side vestibular weakness and was using 
the Wii in conjunction with traditional 
balance and visual exercises, improved 
her balance in one leg stance from 8–14 
seconds to 30 seconds. Her ability to walk 
tandem with eyes closed improved from 
3–5 steps to 15 steps, and her Dizziness 
Handicap Inventory score decreased to 
16% from 56%. This all occurred over a 

four-week period and with only eight 
sessions of therapy. Overall, we have 
found the Wii to be an exciting option in 
the treatment of vestibular disorders. 
 

 
A patient improves her balance while playing 
the WiiFit game “Soccer Heading.” 
 
Reference 
Deutsch JE et al. Use of a low-cost, 
commercially available gaming console (Wii) 
for rehabilitation of an adolescent with 
cerebral palsy. Phys Ther. 2008; 88(10):1196–1207. 
 

© Vestibular Disorders Association 
 

VEDA’s publications are protected under 
copyright. For more information, see our 
permissions guide at www.vestibular.org. 

 
This document is not intended as a substitute 

for professional health care.

http://www.vestibular.org/


 
5018 NE 15TH

 AVE · PORTLAND, OR 97211 · FAX: (503) 229-8064 · (800) 837-8428 · INFO@VESTIBULAR.ORG · VESTIBULAR.ORG 

Or visit us on our website at https://vestibular.org to make a secure online contribution. 

 

Did this free publication from VEDA help you? 
 

Thanks to VEDA, vestibular disorders are becoming widely recognized, rapidly diagnosed, 
and effectively treated. 
 
VEDA’s mission is to inform, support, and advocate for the vestibular community. 
 
You can help! Your tax-deductible gift makes sure that VEDA’s valuable resources reach 
the people who can benefit from them most – vestibular patients like you! 
 

JOIN VEDA TO DEFEAT DIZZINESS™ 
By making a donation of:  $40     $75     $100    $250     $1,000     $2,500 
Senior discounts are available; contact us for details. 
 
Members receive a Patient Toolkit, a subscription to VEDA’s newsletter, On the Level - 
containing information on diagnosis, treatment, research, and coping strategies - access 
to VEDA’s online member forum, the opportunity to join V-PALS, a pen-pals network for 
vestibular patients, and more!
 
For healthcare professionals: Individual and clinic/hospital memberships are available. 
Professional members receive a subscription to VEDA’s newsletter, a listing in VEDA’s 
provider directory, co-branded educational publications for their patients, access to a 
multi-specialty online forum, and the opportunity to publish articles on VEDA’s website. 
For details, call (800) 837-8428, email info@vestibular.org or visit 
https://vestibular.org/membership. 
 

MAILING INFORMATION       
   Name ____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
   Address __________________________________________City _____________________________ 
 
   State/Province ________________ Zip/Postal code _____________Country ____________________ 
 
   Telephone __________________________E-mail _________________________________________ 
    Send my newsletter by email (Free)   Send my newsletter by mail (U.S. – Free; $25 outside the U.S.) 

PAYMENT INFORMATION  
    Check or money order in U.S. funds, payable to VEDA (enclosed)  

     Visa  _____________________________________ ___________________ _____________ 

     MC   Card number      Exp. date (mo./yr.)       CSV Code 

     Amex  ______________________________________________________________________     

         Billing address of card (if different from mailing information) 
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