Falls and Home Safety

Anyone can fall, but the risk for falls increases as we age. Even falls that do not
lead to injury can affect you. But some simple precautions and a little preparation
can help prevent falls.

Who Is At Risk More than one-third of people over the age of 65 have at least one fall each year.
Of Falling? Sight, hearing, muscle strength, and coordination may not be what they once were.
Balance can be affected by diabetes and heart disease, or by problems with your
circulation, thyroid, or nervous system. Other common medical conditions that
increase your risk of falling include arthritis, cataracts, or hip surgery.

Why Are Injuries sustained in a fall may range from cuts and bruises to life-threatening
Falls So trauma. Head injuries and broken bones (fractures) lead the list. Even falls that do
Dangerous? not lead to injury can have a negative effect on older adults. After a fall, older

people often limit their activity because they are afraid they will fall again. When you
reduce your exercise and movement, your body becomes weaker, which can, in
turn, increase the risk of another fall. Then there is osteoporosis - a disease that
makes bones thin and more likely to break. Osteoporosis is a major reason for
broken bones in women past menopause, and also affects older men. With more
fragile bones, even a minor fall can cause bones to break.

How Do | Most falls occur in the home. You can make your home safer by following these

Make My tips:

Home Safer? e Make sure that you have good lighting in your home. Use night-lights in your
bedroom, hall, and bathroom. Put night-lights and light switches close to
your bed.

o Make sure the stairs are well lit, with light switches at the top and bottom of
the stairs.

¢ Rugs and carpets should be firmly fastened to the floor or have nonskid
backing. Loose ends should be tacked down.

o Keep areas where you walk tidy.

e Move electrical cords and telephone wires so they are not lying on the floor in
walking areas.

e Put handrails in your bathroom for the bath, shower, and toilet.

e Do not let your home get too cold or too hot - it can make you dizzy.

¢ In the kitchen, make sure items are within easy reach.

How Do | e Do not store things too high or too low.

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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Make My Then you will not have to use a stepladder or a stool to stand on.
Home Safer? e Keep a telephone near your bed. In the living room, keep a telephone next
(Continued) to your favorite chair.

What Else Can Here are some other actions you can take to avoid falls:

| Do? o Exercise! Get help if you can'’t find a physical activity that you can do safely.

Therapists can help to get you started.
e Tell your primary health care provider if you have dizzy spells or if you fall.

e Make a point to have your vision checked regularly. Have your hearing
tested regularly, too. Your primary health care team can assist you to advise
on how often and when this should be done in your particular case.

e Take good care of your feet and have them examined if you have pain or
difficulty walking.

e If your primary health care team or therapist suggests that you use a cane or
a walker to help you walk, please use it! This will give you extra stability
when walking and may help you avoid a bad fall.

¢ Do not use stairs without rails on both sides for support. If you must carry
something while you are going up or down, hold it in one hand and use the
handrail with the other.

e Do not take chances! Stay away from a freshly washed floor. Never stand
on a chair or table to reach something that is too high.

e Wear shoes with firm non-skid, non-friction soles. Avoid wearing loose-fitting
slippers that could cause you to trip.

e When you get out of bed in the morning or at night to use the bathroom, sit
on the side of the bed for a few minutes before standing up. Moving too
quickly can make you dizzy, and you might lose your balance and fall.

Resources Organizations

Canadian Physiotherapy Association
Web site: www.physiotherapy.ca

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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Resources Canadian Association of Occupational Therapists
(Continued) Web site: www.otworks.ca or www.caot.ca

The Kingston Frontenac Lennox and Addington Falls Coalition
Web site: www.stepsafe.com

Public Health Agency of Canada, Division of Aging and Seniors
Web site: www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/seniors-aines

(Adapted with permission from the Practicing Physician Education Project 2006)
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