Local seniors are dodging a downfall

By Emily Welly/Features Writer

For seniors, sometimes the biggest threats lurk in the safest of places - the home.

Familiar objects, such as stairs, bathtubs or rugs, can greatly increase the risk of falls, and therefore injury, to the senior population.

According to the Archstone Foundation, a private California grantmaking foundation focused on issues related to aging, more than 213,000 falls each year in California result in serious injuries such as fractures, head injuries and death, and Californians spend about $375 million a year to repair hip fractures.

“Beyond the high economic costs of serious falls in this population, is the human cost: disability, loss of independence and premature mortality,” the foundation wrote in a recent white paper on fall prevention.

In an effort to make Santa Barbara County seniors safer, the Archstone Foundation awarded a grant to the county's Fall Prevention Task Force, enabling them to host two free workshops for seniors, family members and caregivers to teach techniques for fall prevention in the home and throughout everyday life.

The first workshop will be from 10:30 a.m. to noon March 27 at Elwin Mussell Senior Center, 510 E. Park Ave. The next will be from 10:30 a.m. to noon April 4 at Marian Medical Center. (The exact location is yet to be announced). The group hopes to hold workshops in Lompoc, Santa Ynez and Santa Barbara in the future, as well.

The Santa Barbara County Fall Prevention Task Force was one of five organizations in the state to receive the funding. Participants include Community Partners in Caring, Adult and Aging Network, Area Agency on Aging, In-Home Care Network, Marian Medical Center, the City of Santa Maria Fire Department, the City of Santa Maria Recreation & Parks Department, Lompoc Healthcare District, Vista del Monte, the Santa Barbara County Public Health Department, the City of Santa Barbara Parks & Recreation Department, and Santa Barbara County.

	

	


“It happens so gradually it takes something like a fall before we actually do something about it,” said Lenore Droogsma, rehabilitation supervisor with Marian Medical Center's HomeCare program, which tends to homebound patients who require occupational, physical or speech therapy, social work or nursing care on an intermittent basis.

A significant number of admissions to the HomeCare program are because of falls at home, said Droogsma.

According to Droogsma, a combination of factors - such as muscle weakness, slower reflexes, poorer eyesight - mean seniors have a greater risk of injury from a fall, and that injury will likely take longer to heal. Additionally, seniors often develop a fear after falling that makes the hesitant to get back into their normal life routine, said Droogsma.

Indeed, data compiled by the Fall Prevention Task Force shows the top three reasons for falls among seniors are muscle weakness, uneven surfaces and problems with balance, and most people fall inside their homes.

A host of other issues can also increase the risk of falls, including: slowed reaction time, stiff muscles and joints, illness, medications, substance abuse, vision changes, decreased balance, weakness, decreased sensation in lower extremities, inappropriate footwear, environmental hazards and orthostatic hypotension.

To lessen some of these risks, as part of their admittance process, HomeCare assesses patients' homes for in-home risk factors, which can include electrical cords, rugs, stairs, lack of lighting or handrails and more.

Once those risk factors are assessed, home modifications can be done to minimize them. Home modifications can range from simple changes like clearing clutter or removing rugs to more labor-intensive tasks like remodeling a bathroom.

In addition to home modifications, exercising to increase flexibility, balance and strength is key for seniors, said Droogsma.

Additionally, physical therapists can assess patients to see whether a cane, walker or wheelchair might help their situation. And many other tools, like benches for the bathtub, special lighting, lift chairs and ramps are available through a variety of providers. Some equipment is covered by insurance.

For more information or to register for a workshop, call 925-8000 or e-mail community@partnersincaring.org.

ATTEND A WORKSHOP:

The Fall Prevention Task Force will hold two free fall prevention workshops for seniors, family members and caregivers.

The first workshop will be from 10:30 a.m. to noon March 27 at Elwin Mussel Senior Center, 510 E. Park.

The next will be from 10:30 a.m. to noon April 4 at Marian Medical Center (exact location is to be announced).

For more information or to register for a workshop, call 925-8000 or e-mail community@ partnersincaring.org.
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