Healthy Aging

A simple fall can change everything for older adults

By Raj Kalra, MD

or many older adults, a fall may seem

like a simple accident — a momen-

tary loss of balance or a missed step.

But for seniors, a fall can sometimes
mark the beginning of a significant change
in health, mobility, and independence. What
appears to be a minor incident can lead to
injuries, hospitalizations, and a loss of con-
tidence that affects daily life.

Falls are one of the most common —
and often most dangerous — health events
affecting older adults. In fact, they are the
leading cause of injury-related hospitaliza-
tions among adults over the age of 65 in the
United States.

What makes a fall so concerning is not
just the fall itself, but the chain of conse-
quences that can follow. A broken hip, head
injury, or even a minor fracture can dramati-
cally change a senior’s ability to live indepen-
dently. Many older adults who experience a
serious fall never fully regain their previous
level of mobility or confidence.

One of the most common injuries related
to falls is a hip fracture. Recovery can be
long and difficult, often requiring surgery;,
rehabilitation, and months of limited mobil-
ity. Unfortunately, many seniors never fully
recover their ability to walk independently
after such an injury.

Beyond the physical trauma, a fall can
also have a significant psychological impact.
After falling, many older adults develop a fear
of falling again. This fear often leads them to
reduce their activity levels, which ironically
increases their risk of future falls by weak-
ening muscles and compromising balance.

Several factors contribute to the in-
creased risk of falling as we age. Changes
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in vision, balance, and muscle strength are
common contributors. Medications also play
an important role. Many medications com-
monly prescribed to older adults — including
sleep aids, blood pressure medications, and
medications for anxiety or pain — can cause
dizziness, sedation, or changes in blood pres-
sure that increase the likelihood of falling.
Behaviors associated with dementia — such
as wandering, restlessness, or agitation — can
also increase fall risk.

Chronic medical conditions, such as
Parkinson’s disease, neuropathy, arthritis,
and dementia, can further increase fall risk.
Even dehydration, infections, or sudden ill-
ness can make someone unsteady on their
feet. In many cases, falls occur when several
smaller risk factors combine, rather than
from a single cause.

Falls become even more common when
memory or cognitive impairment is involved.
People living with dementia often experience
changes in judgment, spatial awareness, and
balance that increase the likelihood of falling.
They may forget to use a walker, misjudge
distances, or attempt to stand or walk without
assistance.

Families are often surprised when falls
become more frequent after a dementia di-
agnosis. In reality, falls are one of the most
common complications of cognitive decline.
Creating a safe environment, providing su-
pervision when needed, and focusing on
strength, mobility, and thoughtful medica-
tion management can significantly reduce
fall risk.

Environmental hazards in the home are
another important contributor to falls. Loose
rugs, poor lighting, cluttered walkways, and
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uneven flooring can easily lead to a trip or loss of bal-
ance. Bathrooms and staircases are particularly high-
risk areas. Simple changes — such as installing grab
bars, improving lighting, or removing loose rugs — can
make a meaningful difference.

Fortunately, many falls are preventable. One of
the most effective ways to reduce fall risk is through
regular exercise that focuses on strength and balance.
Activities such as walking, tai chi, yoga, and physical
therapy exercises can improve muscle strength, coor-
dination, and stability.

Medication review is another important step.
Older adults should periodically review their medica-
tions with their physician or pharmacist to determine
whether any of the medications they have been pre-
scribed might increase fall risk, or whether adjustments
can be made.

Regular vision and hearing checks are also im-
portant. Poor vision can make it difficult to detect
obstacles or changes in flooring, while hearing loss
can affect spatial awareness and balance. Ensuring
that glasses and hearing aids are up to date can help
improve overall safety.

For families caring for older loved ones, a fall
should be viewed as an important warning sign. It may
signal changes in health, mobility, or medication toler-
ance that deserve attention. Rather than dismissing a
fall as “just an accident,” it can be helpful to ask what
factors may have contributed and what steps might
help prevent another one.

As our community continues to age, fall prevention
will become increasingly important. With awareness,
proactive care, and supportive environments, many
falls can be prevented, helping older adults maintain
their independence, safety, and quality of life.

Raj Kalra, MD, is the founder of Aroha Memory
Care, a wellness and lifestyle medicine-focused memory
care community in Sonoma Valley. Readers are welcome
to submit questions about healthy aging, dementia, or
senior living for possible discussion in future articles to
the Kenwood Press at info@kenwoodpress.com.
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