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Key Takeaways

® Prevent falls and other accidents by taking precautions and making safety
modifications in the home.

®* \When assessing your home’s safety, consider going room-by-room with our
comprehensive checklist to ensure you find all potential hazards.

® Many safety modifications can be made to your home that are affordable and easy to
do yourself.

As we age, our homes should continue to be a place where we feel safe, secure, and
comfortable. But research shows the exact opposite is sometimes true. A 2014 study
conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) found 28.7% of adults
over the age of 65 reported falling at least once in the last 12 months.1 Another study by the
Hospital for Special Surgery found 60% of falls happen in the home.2 To help prevent falls

and other accidents, you can make safety modifications to your environment and eliminate
common hazards.

Our Reviews Team assembled this guide and checklist highlighting home safety tips and
helpful devices to ensure your home, or your loved one’s home, continues to be a safe

environment for aging in place.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 1/23



2/13/24, 3:26 PM Home Safety for Older Adults: A Comprehensive Guide 2024

)

TID=S
{

k:]
=

=
, s Walkways =
Use our room-by-room checklist as
you walk through your home and note ? * Install handrailing throughout halls
potential safety hazards and « Use bright tape to mark
modifications you should make. uneven flooring or thresholds
¢~ Exterior "\ | &5 Bedroom Y
mﬁ” * Keep the room clutter-free
« Use entryway lighting for more restful sleep
* Install railings around all steps * Make sure the bed is easy
to get into and out of
LE ] Living Area B Ali— Kitchen \
ﬁ:_'h * Fix area rugs to the floor E'“I ’ ggﬁg%tgfﬁﬁtg gtogl%lses R
» Set up a charging station for . i
devices next to the seating area inigiiiﬁ%pgfggf RIS

m Stairways )\ ] Bathroom \

@
« Add nonslip tread covers on steps ’ mgﬂghgtrg%) g;strr]}ﬁgra a4
* lluminate halls and stairways ~ ;
with motion detection lights etk LI

Help in an emergency

Having tools and processes in place to get help in an emergency and minimize damage
from falls, accidents, or other dangers is vital. The systems and processes below can help
ensure you get the help you need when you need it—with no time wasted.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/

2/23



2/13/24, 3:26 PM Home Safety for Older Adults: A Comprehensive Guide 2024

I Ne TIrst emergency 1001 you can use IS a general nome security sysiem. A special report

released by the U.S. Department of Justice showed about 93% of all crime experienced by
adults 65 and older was property crime, which includes general theft, burglary, and car
theft.3 Using even a small system that alerts you when certain home barriers are breached
or if someone is near an entryway of the home can help you be more alert and reach out for
help if it's needed.

Choosing a system with a camera and speaker system can allow you to preview people at
the door from wherever you are in the home, so you can speak to them if necessary. This
can help you determine whether it's even necessary to answer the door, as well as allow
you to inform visitors it will take you a few minutes to get to the door. You can take your time
instead, so you don’t increase your fall risk by rushing.

Medical alert system

Useful for getting help in an emergency, medical alert devices often include a wearable
help button, which, in the event of a fall or another emergency, the wearer can push to

connect with a 24/7 monitoring center. Research shows a medical alert device can help
give users a stronger sense of security and independence and can bring peace of mind,

even for people not at high risk of falling.4

Emergency phone tree

You’'ll want to establish a process for alerting family members and caregivers if there’s an
accident or if help is needed. An emergency phone tree, which specifies which caregivers
and family/friends to contact in an emergency and in what order, can help alert others of an
emergency and get the help you need quickly.

With some medical alert systems, you can set friends and family as emergency contacts.
For example, when you push the button you can customize the alert to summon the
operator as well as your first emergency contact. This can streamline your emergency
phone tree and ensure your caregivers are the first people aware of an emergency.

Tip list:
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concerned about falls risks

® Home security systems can help prevent theft and allow you to communicate better
with visitors

Exterior home safety

Depending on how often you or your loved one leaves the home, making appropriate
exterior modifications may be a good idea to keep your environment safe and comfortable.
This starts with keeping entryways accessible by installing handrails and ramps, if needed,
to get in and out of the home. Also make sure that lighting is working and is adequate by
fully lighting up the space when it is dark.

Using bright solar lights or motion detection lights around steps and walkways will help you
see where you're going and prevent falls, and since they aren’t constantly on, they will need
to be replaced less frequently than traditional overhead lights.

Seasonal and material considerations

During the winter months, take extra precaution when using steps or walking on icy
concrete. If you're unable to do it yourself, see whether a neighbor or family member can
help salt your steps and walkways to reduce ice build-up, and always use assistance
(handrailing or another person) when using steps. If it's in the budget, there are snow
removal services you can hire to keep your driveway and walkways clear.

Also, consider the impact of the elements on steps and walkways, which can degrade over
time, causing these areas to break down and become uneven. Maintaining these high-traffic
spaces is important for keeping your home free of fall hazards. If you start to notice bricks
crumbling or the walkway becoming uneven, consult a concrete repair specialist.

Tip list:

® Entryway lighting (motion detector or always-on lighting)
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e Keep mats to a minimum (to prevent trips and falls)
® Clear walkways leading to the point of entry

® Make sure the front door (and storm door) is easy to open, lock, and unlock
Interior home safety

When assessing the safety of the inside of the home, it might be easiest to go through each
room, taking notes as you go, to spot potential hazards and make changes as needed. Be
sure to use the tips below and our printable checklist.

General considerations for home safety

First, we will discuss general safety considerations that should be applied throughout the
home and then move through measures that are room-specific.

As a general rule, keep a list of emergency phone numbers in an accessible place,
preferably near a phone or stored in your cellphone. Consider prioritizing contacts who live
close to you, so if there’s an emergency, they can reach you promptly.

Lighting

Increasing the lighting in your home doesn’t need to be an expensive fix requiring an
electrician or rewiring your home.

First, consider replacing current bulbs with LED lightbulbs with higher brightness in areas or
rooms that need more lighting. These bulbs will also last longer, so you won’t need to
change them as often. If you're easily bothered by bright lights, you may want to install
dimmer light switches, so you can adjust the brightness according to your needs. “Dimmer
switches are an excellent suggestion for folks that have cataracts, too,” noted Christopher
Norman, a geriatric nurse practitioner in New York State. “While fluorescent lighting is often
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If you’re looking to add lighting in places not currently wired for traditional light bulbs,
consider purchasing LED light strips to plug into existing outlets. They can easily illuminate
walkways and give extra lighting under cabinets in the kitchen or bathroom. Our Reviews
Team found LED light strips for as little as $15 from Home Depot.

You might also want to consider adding motion-detection lights. These lights are great for
interior and exterior use and are perfect if you don’t want to worry about using switches or
remotes to light up the room. Using motion-detection night lights in hallways can make trips
to the bathroom easier at night, so you won’t stumble looking for the light switch. “Light-
sensor nightlights that can plug into outlets are helpful, too—they come on automatically
when light dims below a certain point, illuminating hallways better,” added Norman. We also
found motion-detection lights at Home Depot starting at $14.

A motion detection light can be useful in a stairwell by ensuring you can see where the next step is and helping
prevent trips and falls.

Removing trip hazards

One of the easiest ways to prevent a slip or fall is to wear nonslip footwear, like slippers,
that are comfortable and easy to walk in. Look for footwear with a closed heel, to prevent
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transmitted from the bottoms of the feet, which in turn provides greater sense of stability
and balance—thus falls prevention,” he said. This is especially important for people with
diabetes, he added. “Excess sugar in the blood over a long period of time decreases nerve
function and sensation. This is why some people talk about a tingly sensation in their hands

M

and feet when diabetes is ‘uncontrolled.

When conducting your home assessment, pay special attention to the floor. Something as
simple as a throw rug can bunch up under a walker, a cane, or your feet and easily turn into
a fall hazard. Even traditional nonslip mats can become a hazard if the mat creates the
slightest elevation rise between steps.

Consider removing all rugs, especially from high-traffic walkways, or at least replacing them
with vinyl rugs. Vinyl rugs are low-profile, so they don’t create an elevation change, and are
made of slip-resistant material that won’t bunch up under your feet or other walking aids.
Any area rugs (larger rugs used in a sitting area) should be fixed to the floor to keep them
from moving. “Another caveat to this is in bathrooms that have porcelain or tile floors:
Having something nonskid that’s appropriately tacked down can be, not only aesthetically
pleasing, but falling onto a carpet rather than directly onto a tile floor can sometimes make a
difference in the extent of fall-related injuries,” added Norman.

Also, note any thresholds transitioning between flooring types and rooms. Ideally, they
should be completely flat to make sure they aren'’t a trip hazard. If a threshold presents a
drastic change in elevation, and you can'’t replace it with a flat one, you can install a small
threshold ramp on either side of the threshold to make it less of a tripping hazard.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 7123
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Vinyl rugs are made of a durable material that is slip-resistant and low-profile to prevent tripping.
Replacing pulls

It can be difficult to grip certain handles or turn knobs, particularly if you have reduced
dexterity or arthritis, so to keep day-to-day life more comfortable, consider replacing
commonly used handles, doorknobs, and other pulls with more comfortable ones. “D”
handles are known for being the easiest to use because you don’t need to grip them to
open them. Rather, you can simply loop your hand around the handle and pull.
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ones getting daily use, like in the primary bathroom and on kitchen cabinets.

Accessibility of everyday items

As you’re walking through your home, ask questions and take notes about what items are
used every day and where they’re stored. This includes large and small items. For example,
if you or your loved one takes daily medication, consider using an easy-to-open pill
container with clear labeling. Make sure larger items are in an accessible location, as well
as in a location where you won'’t have to perform any overhead lifting and bending. Of
course, it's impossible to put every item in a place that’s easy to access. Ask for assistance
from family and friends when needing to reach items that are not within reach.

Reducing the risk of burns

As we age, our skin becomes more likely to be hurt by heat because of changes in skin
composition, noted Norman. If you'll be taking hot showers or using hot water in the kitchen,
consider reducing the temperature setting on your hot water heater to prevent burns. Also
be mindful when boiling water, and when possible, use an electric kettle with an easy-pour
spout to boil water, rather than a pan over the stove.

Living area

The living area is a space in the home where the majority of your day is spent. Arrange the
furniture to keep a clear walkway and pay close attention to coffee or other low-level tables,
which can be tripping hazards. Consider removing coffee tables and replacing with tables
placed adjacent to most frequently used couches and chairs. The most frequently used
chairs should be high enough, so it's easy to get in and out of. If you use a landline as your
primary phone, consider putting it close to the sitting area to make answering calls easier. If
you use a cordless phone or cellphone, make a charging station nearby to keep devices at
full power.

Also, consider pets, especially cats and dogs. According to a report released by the CDC,

an estimated average of 86,629 fall injuries each year were associated with cats and dogs.5
While they make great companions, our pets can also get underfoot. You can try putting a
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guard, knowing your surroundings, and making sure they get enough attention and
exercise.

Tip list:

® Be sure heavy furniture is safely secured to avoid tip-overs.
® Consider removing or moving low-level tables or furniture to prevent tripping
e Keep a charging station next to the sitting area for easy access to devices

® |f using an area rug, make sure it’s fixed to the floor and the edges won’t bunch up
under your feet or walking aid

e Be aware of your pets

Walkways and stairways

Look for potential trip hazards, like throw rugs and thresholds, when assessing hallways,
and consider adding handrails along the walls. Even if you or your loved one are fully
mobile, installing a handrail is good for falls prevention. Adding bright contrast tape to
uneven parts of the floor can help you be more aware when walking. If electrical cords or
other lines or cables are crossing the path, relocate the device to another plug more out of
the way to reduce the possibility of tripping over the cables.

If you or your loved one uses a walking aid and has a multi-story home, you may want to
invest in a stair lift for the stairway. This can reduce the time it takes to move up the steps
and remove the risk of falling up or down the stairs. If a stair lift isn’t in your budget, adding
nonslip treads or carpeting to steps with a smooth surface can also help reduce the risk of
falling. Make sure there is adequate lighting at the top and bottom of the stairs and light
switches in both places. If you’ll be using the stairs at night, think about adding motion
detection lights along the steps to keep the stairs illuminated. Adding a strip of reflective
tape at the end of each step can also be helpful, noted Norman.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 10/23
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Stair tread covers are often made of carpet-like fabric with nonslip texture on the other side to prevent slipping.

Tip list:

® Add nonslip tread covers to steps

® Use motion detection lighting to illuminate halls and stairwells
¢ |nstall handrailing throughout halls and up the stairs

e Consider installing a stair lift (if needed)

®* Move cables that cross high-traffic areas to prevent tripping

¢ |f there are thresholds or uneven flooring, use bright tape to mark the hazard

Kitchen

The first step of kitchen safety is making sure your appliances, smoke detectors, and
carbon monoxide detectors are working correctly. Check appliances for frayed cords or
malfunction when completing your kitchen safety assessment. Smoke and gas detectors
should be installed according to National Fire Protection Association guidelines and

should be tested at least once per month, and batteries should be replaced at least once
per year.6 If you don't want the hassle of replacing batteries regularly, you may prefer
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According to the American Burn Association, adults 65 and older are at much higher risk

of injury and death from a kitchen fire due to physical, visual, hearing, or mental
impairments, which may slow the quick action necessary in a fire emergency.7 If you have a
hard time hearing, choose a detector that will alert you by sound and strobe lights. If you
ever have a fire emergency, or a detector goes off, call 911 immediately. You should not try
to put out the fire yourself. Another helpful fire safety tip is to be aware of the flame height
on burners when cooking with a gas stove, and avoid wearing long sleeves that could easily
catch fire.

If using knives, purchase pierce-resistant safety gloves to protect from cuts, and use a
rubberized cutting board to prevent the knife from slipping while chopping. Vegetable
choppers are a safe alternative to using knives to cut or dice foods.

Tip list:
¢ Maintain smoke and carbon monoxide detectors per the manufacturer’s instructions
® Check appliances for frayed cords and ensure they’re in working order
e Keep the phone number for poison control accessible

® Wear appropriate clothing when cooking (short sleeves and fire-resistant material)

® Purchase cut-resistant protective gloves and rubberized cutting boards

Bathroom

A study published in the Injury Epidemiology Journal reported that falls occurring in the

bathroom are more than twice as likely to result in an injury, compared to falls occurring in
the living room.8 This makes bathroom safety one of the top concerns for older adults who
choose to age in place. Investing in a walk-in tub can be an effective way to prevent falls
while getting into and out of the shower or tub. If a walk-in-tub renovation isn’t in your
budget, there are other more affordable options to provide additional safety and comfort.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 12/23
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won'’t bunch up when you walk on them.
Tip list:

® |nstall grab bars near the toilet and in the shower or tub area

® Add gripping to the bottom of the tub or shower

® Insert a shower chair or bench

® Replace low toilets with higher ones, or add a raised toilet seat
® Secure nonslip bath mats or rugs to the floor

¢ |nstall durable and easy-to-use faucets (consider using a single-handle faucet)

Bedroom

Keeping the bedroom free from clutter is a good practice for anyone looking for restful and
better quality sleep. Remove any excess furniture and items that interfere with walking
through the room or serve no general purpose in the bedroom. When it comes to sleeping,
you should make sure the bed is a good height for you or your loved one to easily get in
and out of. The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) National Network advised a bed
height of 20-23 inches is ideal for optimal accessibility.9 If you're unable to adjust the
bed to this height, keeping a safe step stool nearby can help make getting into and out of

bed easier. If it's in your budget, consider investing in an adjustable bed, which can be set
in customized positions for reading, watching television, and, of course, sleeping. If you

sleep with monitoring devices, medical alert devices, or a phone, keep them charged and
nearby so they’re ready for bedtime.

Tip list:

® Make sure the bed is easy to get into and out of (keep a step stool nearby for bed

access)

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 13/23
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e Keep a phone nearby in case an emergency occurs at night

e Consider purchasing an adjustable bed for increased sleeping comfort (if needed)
Products to help older adults age in place

Properly fitting nonslip footwear, easy-to-open pill dispensers, and appropriate eyewear are
just a few everyday items you can purchase to make independent living safer and more
comfortable. Additionally, there are certain devices and products specifically created to help
older adults age in place.

Medical alert systems

A medical alert system is a device that allows you to connect with a 24/7 monitoring center
at the push of a button. With some medical alert systems, like HandsFree Health, you can
customize it, so your caregiver receives your emergency alerts when you push the button
for help. Other systems can give you the benefit of automatic fall detection, so if you fall,
the system will automatically contact a monitoring center staff member, who can call for

help. A variety of systems are available for in-home or on-the-go lifestyles, so you can find
one to fit your needs.

GPS trackers

GPS trackers are small devices that can help track someone’s location. These work using a
Global Position System (GPS), so a connection to the internet or other wireless service isn’t
required. You can purchase GPS trackers separately, like as a watch, or many medical

alert systems come with GPS already installed and a corresponding caregiver app, which

allows you to track someone when they’re on the move. The Alzheimer’s Association
reported six in 10 people living with dementia will wander at least once.10 A GPS can help

locate a lost person and reduce their exposure to danger. These devices are generally
discreet and can easily be tucked away in a bag.

Hearing aids

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 14/23
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Cellphones

If you don’t already own a cellphone and regularly leave the home, consider getting a
cellphone, so you can easily reach someone in the event of an emergency. Some mobile
phones, like Jitterbug, also double as a medical alert system and come with access to a
monitoring system, so all you need to do is press a button to summon help if you fall or are
in an accident.

Walk-in tubs

Walk-in tubs offer a safe, comfortable, and convenient way to bathe, especially if you
experience mobility issues. The door on a walk-in tub swings either out or in and has a low
threshold, making it easier to step over. Plus, walk-in tubs often come with jet features,

which can help ease sore joints. Walk-in tubs come in many models, with some including a
shower combination. The cost to install a walk-in tub ranges from $5,000-$20,000,
depending on the size, features, and renovation required to install.

In-home consultations

If you want extra guidance when making a home safer, consider using a home safety
specialist. These professionals will perform an in-home consultation, make suggestions
about how to make the environment safer, and will even install equipment or make
modifications based on their suggestions. This can help take the pressure off of you to find
all potential hazards and leave it to a person who specializes in home safety. These
professionals include occupational and physical therapists and certified aging in place
specialists.

Home safety for aging adults checklist

Use our room-by-room checklist below as you walk through your home and note potential
safety hazards and modifications you should make.

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 15/23
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exterior

e Lighting
® Motion detection lighting for use at night
® QOverhead lighting to illuminate the entryway
e Security system to prevent home intrusion
e Ramp installation (if needed)
® Handrails along all steps
® (Clear walkway from the parking area to home entry
® Front door and storm door is lightweight and easy to open
® Mats should be low-profile and not create a fall risk

® Doorknob is easy to turn

Interior

e Hallways
® Motion detection lights to illuminate hall
® Handrailing throughout walkways (if needed)
® No throw rugs that create fall hazards (replace with vinyl rugs if needed)
® No wiring or cords crossing high-traffic areas
e Stairways
e Stair lift (if needed)

® Nonslip stair treads

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/
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e Kitchen

® Smoke and carbon monoxide detectors work and are present in kitchen (and
throughout the home)

® Appliances are working correctly (no frayed wires or error codes)
® The phone number for poison control is accessible

® Appropriate clothing is worn when cooking (short sleeves and fire-resistant
material)

e Cut-resistant protective gloves and rubberized cutting boards
® Living areas
® Walkways are clear
® No low-level tables or furniture that can cause tripping
e Landline or cellphone charging station is next to the sitting area
°* Bedroom
® Bed is easy to get into and out of (keep a step stool nearby for bed access)
® The room is clutter-free for more restful sleep
® Charging station for devices near bed
e Bathroom
® Mount grab bars near the toilet and in the shower or tub area
® |nstall walk-in-tub/shower (if needed)
® Add a nonslip mat on the tub or shower floor

® Use nonslip mats around the bathing area

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 17/23
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How to pay for home safety modifications

If you need financial assistance for home safety modifications, there are several options
available, including home improvement grants, long-term material loans, and certain
Medicare plans.

Home improvement grants are generally offered on a one-time basis for a single specific
home modification project. They do not need to be repaid.

Some organizations offer long-term loans for certain kinds of home modification materials,
such as portable wheelchair ramps. These may be borrowed until they are no longer
needed.

While original Medicare usually does not cover the cost of home modifications, there are
several exceptions. Medicare might pay for assistive technology devices, which can be part
of a home modification project, if they’re considered medically necessary and prescribed by
a doctor. Medicare may also offer assistance in determining which home modifications can
be considered a medical requirement. Medicare Part B will cover the costs of a home
evaluation from an occupational therapist to determine necessary changes. In certain
instances, Medicare will also pay for bathroom modifications, including walk-in tubs,
although this is rare. Generally, Medicare assistance is limited to any hardware associated
with a home modification but not for construction costs.

If you have a Medicare Advantage plan, you may have more coverage for home
modifications. These plans tend to offer additional benefits, which may include home
modifications that are considered medically necessary. Keep in mind that Medicare
Advantage plans vary from one state to another, so you should check the supplemental
benefits offered where you live.

Printable home safety checklist

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 18/23
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Home Safety Checklist
for Aging Adults

Bottom line

Home safety should be at the top of the list when choosing to age in place. If you want to
assess the overall safety of your home, print out our Reviews Team’s home safety checklist
and walk through each room of your house and take notes. This will make you more aware
of potential hazards and how they can be removed or modified.

Frequently asked questions

How can | make my home safe for older adults? v

How can | monitor my older adult parents at home?

https://www.ncoa.org/adviser/medical-alert-systems/home-safety-older-adults/ 19/23
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What are five recommendations to maintain a safe and healthy
environment for an older adult?

Have questions about this review? Email us at reviewsteam@ncoa.org.
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