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alls are a common health problem among older adults. While

most falls don’t result in serious injury, they can affect a person’s

self-conﬁdence and can lead to future falls. The good news is that there
are ways to prevent falls.
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What are the risk factors for falls?
A risk factor is something that increases your chance of falling. As the
number of risk factors rises, so does the likelihood of falling. Often falls
are linked to your physical condition or medical problems. Falls can also
be caused by safety hazards in your home or community. By reducing
your risk factors you can decrease your chance of falling.
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Here are some risk factors for falling:
• Muscle weakness, especially in your legs, is one of the most important risk factors.
• Your balance and gait (how you walk) are other key factors. These
problems may be linked to a lack of exercise or to a neurological cause,
arthritis, or another condition that might be treated or managed.
• Vision problems can result in a fall. You might
not be able to see what is in front of you. Your
eyes may not adjust clearly when you move
between darkness and light.
• Certain medications can affect your
coordination or balance. Also, people who take
four or more medicines on a regular basis have
been shown to have an increased risk of falling.
• Blood pressure that drops too much
when you stand up can cause dizziness. This
can increase your chance of falling. This
condition—called postural hypotension—
might result from a drop in blood volume,
dehydration, or certain medications.
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• Foot problems that cause pain or numbness in your feet, or wearing
unsafe footwear can increase your chance of falling.
• Certain health conditions such as arthritis, diabetes, and
Parkinson’s disease can increase your risk of falls.
• Unsafe conditions in your home can lead to falls. While they can
happen anywhere, well over half of all falls happen in and around the
home. Falls at home often happen while you are doing normal daily
activities.

How do falls affect people?
One in three older adults will fall each year and

most often, the fall results in bruises or minor cuts.
However, at least one-tenth of falls results in serious injury. Fractures caused by falls can lead to hospital stays and disability. Falls can cause bone fractures in older people
because of osteoporosis (weak bones). Most often, fall-related fractures
occur in the hip, pelvis, spine, arm, wrist, or ankle. A fall can also lead to
a loss of conﬁdence, a dependence on others and fear of falling.
Fear of falling can cause problems. People who have fallen may avoid

doing daily tasks or enjoyable activities because they think that this will
help to prevent another fall. However, decreasing activity levels can cause
muscles to become deconditioned and actually increase the chance of falling. This fear can also cause people to spend more time at home, away from
other people, which can lead to feelings of isolation and depression.
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What can you do to avoid falls?

M

any falls can be prevented.

By making some changes, you can
lower your chance of falling. Here are some
things that you can do.

Become more physically active

A fall can lead to a
loss of conﬁdence,
a dependence on
others and fear of
falling.

Exercise is one of the most important

ways to lower your chance of falling.
Regular physical activity strengthens muscles, enhances balance, and
improves ﬂexibility and endurance. This in turn helps prevent falls.
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Set yourself up for success.

Pick a physical activity that is most
appealing to you. Exercising with a
friend, relative, spouse, grandchild or a
group is a great way to stay motivated.

Set a goal to be physically active for 30 minutes

on most days of the week. You don’t need to do it all
at one time. Try breaking it into 10 minute blocks. It
is good to try four types of exercise—endurance,
strength, balance and ﬂexibility—to gain all the

beneﬁts.

The good news is
that there are ways to
prevent falls.
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Endurance
Walk more. Walking starts the joints moving, gets you limbered up, and

can help build your endurance.
• Find an enjoyable and safe place to walk.
• Walk wherever and whenever you can.
• Start slow, ﬁve to 10 minutes a day. Gradually build up to the recommended minimum of 30 minutes a day.
• Walk instead of driving. Walk to the library, to buy a newspaper or when
meeting friends for coffee. Park the car farther away from the store.
• In winter, try an indoor shopping mall or local school. Walk up and
down the aisles at the grocery store.

Strength Exercises
Keep using your muscles. Strength exercises help to keep your mus-

cles strong. You are less likely to fall when your leg and hip muscles are
strong. Do these types of exercises at least two or three times a week.

Balance Exercises
Do things to help your balance. For example,

you can try standing on one foot and then the other
or walking heel-to-toe (be safe and have some
support nearby). Tai Chi has also been shown to help
improve balance.
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Improve Your Flexibility
Stretching can help to make your body lose that

stiff or rigid feeling and be more ﬂexible. Stretch
when your muscles are warmed up and don’t
stretch so far that it hurts.
Garden, golf, swim, dance, bike, climb stairs,
try yoga. Choose something you enjoy and stick

with it. Remember physical activity can be done at
any age. It’s never too late!
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Manage your medications
• Many older adults take multiple medications to treat health conditions. Some prescribed medicines and over-the-counter products
cause side effects or interact with each other in ways that can lead to
falls. Some medications might affect your coordination or balance,
or cause dizziness, confusion, or sleepiness. Some medications don’t
work well together and may cause problems that lead to falls.
• People who take at least four prescription drugs
have a greater risk of falling than do people who
take fewer drugs. In some cases, it is the side effect of the medicine that increases the risk of falls.
Sometimes, it is the health problem itself.
• It is important to have your health care provider review your
prescribed medicines and over-the-counter products. Be sure to
include any vitamins, minerals, and herbal products you are taking.
• Find out about the possible side effects of medicines you take.
Your doctor can tell you which drugs, including over-the-counter
medicines, might cause problems. Also ask if changes in your
medications could lower your risk of falls. Never add or stop
taking medications without talking with your doctor ﬁrst.
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TIPS FOR SAFE MEDICATION USE
• Carry an up-to-date list with the name and
dose of all your medications including overthe-counter and herbal medicines. Show the
list to your doctor at each visit.
• Know all the medicines that you are taking and their possible
side effects. Report any side effects to your doctor.
• Get your prescriptions ﬁlled at the same pharmacy. If you use
a different pharmacy, bring a list of all your medications so they
can check for interactions.
• Talk with your doctor before adding an over-the-counter
medicine.

THE INSTRUCTIONS fr
and pharmacist.
YOU

UNDERSTAND
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TIPS FOR SAFE MEDICATION USE
• Develop a system that helps you to take your medications as
prescribed.
• Keep all medicines stored in the containers that they came
in. Install bright lighting in the area where you prepare your
medicines. Keep a magnifying glass nearby, if needed. Taking
the wrong medicine or missing a dose may result in physical
problems that can cause falls.
• Avoid storing medications in the bathroom cabinet where they
can be affected by heat and moisture and make sure that medicines
are stored beyond the reach of children.
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Have your vision
and hearing checked
• Poor vision can increase your chance of falling. Conditions such
as cataracts, macular degeneration or glaucoma can affect your
perception or make it difﬁcult to see obstacles in your path.
• Get your eyes checked at least once a year by an eye doctor.
Schedule it around your birthday to help you remember.
• Wear your eyeglasses so you can see your surroundings clearly. Keep
them clean and check to see that the frames are straight. When you get
new glasses, be extra cautious while you are getting used to them. If you
use reading glasses, take the off when you’re walking to avoid tripping.
Multi-focal lenses may also cause problems for some people.

When you get new glasses, be extra cautious
while you are getting used to them.
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• Use sunglasses with ultra-violet (UV) protection
on bright days during the summer and winter,
to reduce glare outside. Be sure to take your
sunglasses off when entering a building. If you are
going from a bright area to a darker one, or from a
dark area to a lighter one, give your eyes a moment
to adjust before starting to walk.
• Not hearing well decreases your awareness
of your surroundings and can put you at risk
for falling. Have your hearing tested to see if
a hearing aid could be helpful. If you need a
hearing aid, be sure it ﬁts well, and that the
batteries are working.
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Take care of your feet
• It is important to take care of your feet as you get older. If your feet
hurt, you will be less active, which could increase your risk of a fall.
Foot problems should be treated by a health care professional.
• The soles of your feet have nerves that help you judge the position
of your body. To work correctly, your feet need to be in touch with the
ground and your shoes need to stay securely with your foot as you take
each step. Otherwise, falls may occur.
It’s important to select your footwear
carefully to help prevent falls.
• Wear shoes that have a low, sturdy heel,
ﬁt well, have non-slip textured soles, and support
your feet. Shoes should completely surround your
feet. Wear shoes inside as well as outside the house. Wearing only
socks or ﬂoppy, backless slippers can be unsafe. Wearing shoes
with smooth soles is risky, especially on waxed or polished ﬂoors.
• In the winter, wear light-weight boots that
have a thick, non-slip tread sole and a wide, low
heel. Consider adding ice grippers to your boots
if you’re out on slippery days.
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Have your blood pressure checked

S

ome older people have normal or increased blood pressure while

seated, but their blood pressure drops too much when they stand up.

Some people feel dizzy when their blood pressure drops (called postural
hypotension). Other people don’t feel dizzy, even if their blood pressure
drops a lot when they get up. There is no way to know unless you check.
Even if you don’t feel dizzy, a drop in blood pressure can increase your
risk of falling.
Your health care provider can check your blood pressure after you have
been lying down and then again after you get up. If it drops too much,
the doctor may adjust your medication or make other suggestions.

Things you can do:
• Take a minute. Always stand up slowly after eating, lying down, or
resting. Getting up too quickly can cause your blood pressure to drop,
which can make you feel faint. Clenching your ﬁsts or ﬂexing your
ankles ten times before getting up may help.
• Make sure that you are drinking enough water. Dehydration
contributes to low blood pressure.
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Make Your Home Safe
Falls can happen anywhere, but more
than half of all falls happen at home.
Many of these falls could be prevented
by making simple changes in the home.

In stairways, hallways and pathways:
• Make sure there is good lighting with
light switches at the top and bottom of the
stairs. Stairs should be lighted so that each
step, particularly the step edge, can be
clearly seen while going up and down stairs.
• Have handrails on both sides of all stairs from top to bottom Hold
the handrails when you use the stairs. If you must carry something
while you’re going up or down, hold it in one hand and use the
handrail with the other.
• Keep areas where you walk tidy.
• Check that all carpets are ﬁxed ﬁrmly to the
ﬂoor so they won’t slip. Remove small throw rugs
or use double-sided tape to keep the rugs from slipping.
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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In bathrooms:
• Grab bars can help as you get in and out of
your tub or shower and on and off the toilet.
Mount grab bars near toilets and on both the
inside and outside of your tub and shower.
Towel bars are not strong enough to prevent a fall.
• Place non-skid mats, textured strips or appliqués on the ﬂoors of
tubs and showers.
• If you are unsteady on your feet, use a seat with nonskid tips while
showering or bathing.

In your bedroom:
• Keep a telephone within reach of your bed, in case
of an emergency.
• Put light switches close to your bed or keep a ﬂashlight handy.
• Use a night light to provide a lighted path from bedroom to
bathroom.
• Rearrange furniture so that you can move around—especially
around the bed—without bumping furniture.
• As you get out of bed, make sure your feet don’t get caught in the
bedspread or blankets.
• Avoid wearing a long bathrobe that can cause you to trip.
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In other living areas
• Keep electric cords and telephone wires
near walls and away from walking paths.
• Arrange your furniture (especially low
coffee tables) and other objects so they are
not in your way when you walk.
• Make sure your sofas and chairs are
a good height for you, so that you can get up and down easily.
Frequently used chairs should have higher seats. Place pillows or ﬁrm
cushions in chairs with low seats, or purchase leg extensions to raise
the entire chair.

In your kitchen:
• Store frequently used items at convenient heights (waist level) so
that climbing, stooping, and lifting are not necessary.
• Wipe up spills from ﬂoors immediately, to prevent slipping.
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Around your home:
• Improve the lighting in your home. As you
get older, you need brighter lights to see well.
Replace burnt out light bulbs promptly, and use
the brightest bulb approved for each lamp or
ﬁxture. Hang light-weight curtains or shades to
reduce glare.
• Outside paths should be well lit. Install a path of lights, overhead
light, or sensor/motion light that turns on and off automatically.
• If you have problems with balance or dizziness and are often alone,
consider getting a personal emergency response system. This
service, which works through your telephone line, provides a button
or bracelet to wear at all times in your home. If you fall or need
emergency assistance for any reason, a push of the button will alert
the service. They will call emergency medical services for you.
• Carrying a portable or cell phone can make
it easier to call someone if you need assistance.
Have at least one telephone located where it
would be accessible in the event of an accident
which leaves you unable to stand.
• Keep emergency numbers in large print near
each phone.
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• Smoke detectors provide an early warning and can wake you in
case of a ﬁre. Make sure detectors are placed near bedrooms, either
on the ceiling or 6-12 inches below the ceiling on the wall. Check
and replace batteries according to the manufacturer’s instructions—
perhaps when the clocks are changed for daylight savings.
Note: Some ﬁre departments and Triad programs will provide
assistance in acquiring or installing smoke detectors.
• Don’t let your home get too cold or too hot...it can make you
dizzy. In the summer—if your home is not air-conditioned—keep
cool with an electric fan, drink lots of liquids, and limit exercise. In
the winter, keep the nighttime temperature at 65° or warmer.
• If you have a dog or a cat, always be aware of your pet’s location
prior to walking. They are wonderful companions but can cause a
fall if they dart behind you or jump on you.

Limit Alcohol
Alcohol can affect your balance and reﬂexes, resulting in a fall.
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Outside your home:
• When walking outdoors, be aware of your surroundings and
where you step. You can use a cane, walking sticks, or walker to help
you feel steadier when you walk. This is very important when you’re
walking in areas you don’t know well or in places where the walkways are uneven. Wet or icy surfaces can be very slippery. Spread
sand or salt on icy areas. Consider purchasing an ice gripper for the
bottom of a cane or ice walkers for your shoes.
• Do not overload yourself with packages. Use a small shopping
cart or take advantage of a home delivery service.
• Use caution when getting on and off buses and crossing
streets at intersections. Take your time – do not rush. Hurrying puts
you at risk of falling.
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Talk to your doctor
Questions
to ask your doctor:
Do I need any more
tests to ﬁnd the cause
of my falling or balance
problems?
Are any of my medications making me
unsteady?
Do I need physical therapy or exercises to build
up strength?

Falls are no accident. By telling your

doctor that you have fallen or are afraid
of falling, you can help prevent future
falls and injuries from falls.
Your doctor’s ﬁrst step to help prevent
future falls will be to get the whole story
about your fall. Then, with just a simple
physical, the doctor can look for diseases
causing changes in your body that can be
treated to reduce your fall risk.

Should I be using a device
to help support me, like a
cane or walker?

Tell your doctor if you are having problems with incontinence. Rushing to the

Do I need to make changes in my home like grabbars or rails? How do I get
them installed?

bathroom can put you at risk for falls. In
most cases, urinary incontinence can be
treated and controlled, if not cured.

Are there any community
resources, such as classes that could help me?

The doctor will review your medications
and may adjust medications that are
making you less steady on your feet.

Should I see a specialist?

The doctor may prescribe physical or

21
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or see your bones becoming thinner over time. Osteoporosis
is a major reason for broken bones in women past menopause. It also
affects older men. The doctor can evaluate your risk for developing
osteoporosis and may order a bone mineral density
test that tells how strong your bones are. If need be,
your doctor can prescribe medication that will help
make your bones stronger and harder to break.
Although people with osteoporosis must be very
careful to avoid falls, all of us need to take extra
care as we get older. You can slow osteoporosis
with healthy habits. If you smoke, quit. Get plenty
of exercise. Walking, jogging, dancing, and lifting
weights can make your bones stronger. Eat a healthy mix of foods that include calcium and vitamin D. Try dark green vegetables, yogurt, and milk
(for calcium). Eat eggs, fatty ﬁsh, and fortiﬁed cereal (for vitamin D).
Making even small changes in how you eat and exercise, along with
taking medicine, can help prevent a broken bone.
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families

23

What to do after a fall

W

hether you’re at home or somewhere else, a sudden fall

can be startling and upsetting. If you do fall, stay as calm as

possible. Take several deep breaths to try to relax.
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If you are injured after a fall, get medical assistance. If you have hit

your head, experience confusion, or severe pain in your hip or groin, call
911 and get immediate emergency treatment.
Even if there appears to be little or no injury, discuss any fall with

your doctor. Write down when, where, and how you fell so you can
discuss the details. The doctor can assess whether a medical issue or
other cause needs to be addressed. Knowing the cause can help you plan
to prevent future falls.
After a fall, your doctor might refer you to other health care providers

who can help prevent future falls. A physical therapist can help with gait,
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balance, strength training, and walking aids. An occupational therapist
can suggest changes in your home or activities that may lower your risk
of falls.
Fear of falling. Many older people who have fallen are afraid of falling

again. Even if a fall doesn’t cause injury, the fear of falling again might
prevent you from doing activities you enjoy or need to do. Fear of falling
also might cause you to stay at home away from your friends, family,
and others. Your muscles and bones can weaken over time without the
physical activity that comes with doing daily tasks or exercise. As a
result, you could become more—not less—likely to fall. A class, such as
A Matter of Balance, can help you overcome for fear of falling.

FALLS AND
FRACTURES
are not an inevitable part
of growing older.
Many can be prevented.
Remember to stay active and
keep a positive attitude!
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Fall Prevention
Resources
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Fall Prevention—North Carolina Resources
N.C. Division of Aging and Adult Services
http://www.ncdhhs.gov/aging/
In support of the mission, vision, and values of the NC Department
of Health and Human Services, the Division of Aging and Adult
Services (DAAS) works to promote independence and enhance the
dignity of N.C.'s older adults, persons with disabilities, and their
families through a community-based system of opportunities,
services, beneﬁts, and protections; to ready younger generations
to enjoy their later years; and to help society and government plan
and prepare for the changing demographics. Falls Prevention is one
of many areas of focus for the Division.
N.C.’s Area Agencies on Aging
http://www.ncdhhs.gov/aging/aaa.htm
Area Agencies on Aging are ofﬁces established through the Older
Americans Act that serve to facilitate and support the development
of programs to address the needs of older adults in a deﬁned
geographic region (see map) and support investment in their talents
and interests. In N.C., AAAs are located within regional Councils
of Government. These AAAs have functions in ﬁve basic areas:
(1) advocacy; (2) planning; (3) program and resource development;
(4) information brokerage; and (5) funds administration and quality
assurance. Falls prevention is one of many areas of focus for each AAA.
NC Falls Prevention Coalition
https://sites.google.com/site/ncfallsprevention/
The N.C. Falls Prevention Coalition brings together researchers,
planners, health care providers, housing specialists, aging services
providers, and many others to work together to reduce the number
of falls and fall-related injuries for North Carolinians.
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Fall Prevention—North Carolina Resources, continued

Local/Regional Falls Prevention Coalitions
Falls Prevention Coalitions around N.C. bring together a variety
of stakeholders with the shared mission of reducing falls and
fall related injuries in their regions. Communication through
coalitions increases coordination of effort, reduces overlap and
provides a network of leadership working locally on matching issues.
High Country Regional Coalition (Yancey, Mitchell, Avery, Watauga,
Ashe, Allegheny, Wilkes counties)
Diane Tilson, AAA
High Country Council of Governments
828-265-5434 x141
Metrolina Falls Prevention Coalition (Anson, Cabarrus, Gaston, Iredell,
Lincoln, Mecklenburg, Rowan, Stanly, Union counties)
Annette Demeny
Aging Specialist
Centralina Area Agency on Aging
Centralina Council of Governments
525 North Tryon Street - 12th Floor
Charlotte, NC 28202
Phone: 704-348-2736
Toll Free: 800-508-5777
ademeny@centralina.org
Western NC Falls Prevention Coalition
Ayden Jones, Fall Prevention Programs Manager
North Carolina Center for Health and Wellness
UNC Asheville
One University Heights
441 Sherrill Center
Asheville, NC 28803
Telephone: (828) 250-3991
Email: aojones@unca.edu
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Fall Prevention—North Carolina Resources, continued

Local/Regional Falls Prevention Coalitions, continued
Eastern FP Coalition
Mary Hall
Senior Services Program Specialist
Vidant Wellness Center
mphall@vidanthealth.com
Region A Health Promotion Coalition
Jeanne Mathews
828-586-1962, x 217
jeanne@regiona.org
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Fall Prevention—North Carolina Resources, continued

UNC Institute on Aging
http://www.aging.unc.edu/
The N.C. General Assembly created the Institute on Aging in
August 1996, placed it under the general umbrella of the
16-campus University of N.C. System and based it at the
UNC-Chapel Hill campus. The Institute’s mission is to enhance
the well-being of older people in N.C. by fostering state-wide
collaboration in research, education, and service. Its mandate is to:
1. Promote collaborative applied and basic gerontological research
2. Develop innovative programs of interdisciplinary gerontological
education and practice
3. Provide state-of-the-art information to policy makers, program
managers, service providers, clinicians, and the general public.
The IOA is positively affecting the well-being of N.C. older adults
through numerous projects and programs. Many of the IOA’s
initiatives integrate research, education, and/or service to address
our mission of enhancing the well-being of older people in N.C.
Local Senior Centers
http://www.ncdhhs.gov/aging/scenters/scenters.htm
Connect with support systems, classes and experts through
local senior centers. To ﬁnd a nearby senior center, contact the
NC Division of Aging and Adult Services.
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Fall Prevention—National Resources
National Institute on Health Senior Health
www.nihseniorhealth.gov
This website has health information for older adults, including
information about exercise and physical activity. There are also
special features that make it simple to use. For example, you
can click on a button to have the text read out loud or to make
the type larger.
Links to:
Exercise

www.nihseniorhealth.gov/exercise/toc.html

Fall prevention www.nihseniorhealth.gov/falls/toc.html
National Institute on Aging Information Center
www.nia.nih.gov/HealthInformation/Publications
■
■

■

Talking with Your Doctor: A Guide for Older People
Exercise: A Guide from the National Institute on Aging. This
booklet has strength, balance, and stretching exercises you
can do at home.
Exercise: A Video from the National Institute on Aging. A
48-minute exercise video/DVD is available for a nominal fee.
The National Institute on Aging also publishes a collection
of fact sheets, called “AgePages,” that offer practical advice
on health related topics (including falls) for older adults.
Fall prevention topics:
■
Exercise and Physical Activity: Getting Fit for Life
■
Falls and Fractures
■
Aging and Your Eyes
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Fall Prevention—National Resources, continued

EASY—Exercise and Screening for you
www.easyforyou.info
The EASY tool helps you know when to see a health care provider
and how to choose physical activities for optimal beneﬁt given
particular health conditions or situations.
National Council on Aging
www.ncoa.org/improve-health/falls-prevention
Founded in 1950, the National Council on Aging (NCOA) is
dedicated to improving the health and independence of older
persons and increasing their continuing contributions to
communities, society, and future generations. NCOA is a 501(c)3
organization located in Washington, DC.
At the heart of NCOA is a national network of more than 14,000
organizations and leaders that work with us to achieve our mission.
NCOA’s 3,800 members include senior centers, area agencies on
aging, adult day service centers, and faith-based service
organizations, senior housing facilities, employment services,
consumer groups and leaders from academia, business and labor.
Fall Prevention Center of Excellence
www.stopfalls.org
The vision of the Fall Prevention Center of Excellence is to create
a center of excellence to ensure the independence, safety, and
well-being of older persons through fall prevention.The mission of
the Fall Prevention Center of Excellence is to provide leadership,
create new knowledge, and develop sustainable programs for
seniors and their families, professionals, program administrators,
and policy makers. The Center seeks to better understand and
identify causes of falls and develop effective interventions at
individual, program and systems levels.
Fall Prevention Information for Patients and Families
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Fall Prevention—National Resources, continued

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
www.cdc.gov/homeandrecreationalsafety/falls/index.html
CDC works 24/7 to protect America from health, safety and
security threats, both foreign and in the U.S. Whether diseases
start at home or abroad, are chronic or acute, curable or
preventable, human error or deliberate attack, CDC ﬁghts
disease and supports communities and citizens to do the same.
CDC increases the health security of our nation. As the nation’s
health protection agency, CDC saves lives and protects people
from health threats. To accomplish our mission, CDC conducts
critical science and provides health information that protects our
nation against expensive and dangerous health threats, and
responds when these arise. Falls prevention is one area of
focus for the CDC.
Matter of Balance
www.mainehealth.org/mob
Fit and Strong
www.ﬁtandstrong.org
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