ELDER CARE: PROVIDING A SAFE ENVIRONMENT

Among the primary concerns and responsibilities of a health care worker is
ensuring client/resident safety. It is a care provider's duty to uphold the resident's right
to a safe and secure environment. This involves the following:

Identifying possible sources of danger
Understanding basic safety principles
Knowing accident prevention skills
Knowing how to handle emergencies

As such, care providers must always be on the lookout for possible sources of
danger such as faulty equipment, slippery floors, chemical hazards, etc. He/she must
also observe changes in a client's state of health such as decline in strength and
mobility as these factors indicate a client’s greater susceptibility to accidents. Thus it is
important for a health care worker to understand basic safety principles and accident
prevention skills.

UNDERSTANDING THE RISKS

Safety is everyone's concern. However, the elderly are more prone to accidents
than the general public. Here are some of the reasons why.

Disease

Most elderly people have diseases or injuries. This lessens their ability to protect
themselves from harm. For example, a patient who has had a stroke may not have very
stable movements and has a greater risk of falling. Tremors that occur with some
diseases may also hinder a client’s safe ambulation. In like manner, clients with paralysis
cannot avoid danger very easily

Medications

Some medications may have side effects such as dizziness, weakness, hearing
and vision impairment that may affect a client’s response to danger and increase
susceptibility to falls.

Mental Confusion

Confusion may'lead to judgment impairment that's why confused patients tend to
do things that may threaten their safety. For example, a confused resident may take in
" harmful substances, like chemicals or another resident’s medication. He may also burn
or cut himself unknowingly.

Age

Generally, most elderly people experience diminished strength and mobility. Most
need supervision in ambulating and other activities. Often poor vision and hearing also



lessen their ability to recognize danger signs. Balance may also be a problem for the
elderly which increases their tendency to fall.

FALLS

The most common accident among the elderly is falling. This happens when an
older adult loses balance or trips over something. Since their bones are brittle, a simple
fall may lead to a fracture or serious injuries. That is why a health care worker should
know fall prevention procedures and what to do in case a client falls.

The safety practices below are useful guides to prevent the occurrence of a fall.
However, if a fall still occurs, the care provider should never try to stop it because it
could do more harm to both client and care provider.

WHAT TO DO?

Stay behind the client

Firmly grab the client around the waist (or the gait belt, if present)
and pull him/her close to your body

Let the client rest on your body

Position your leg so the client’s body can slide on it

Gently lower the client to the floor by bending your knees

Protect the client’s head from injury

When the client is on the floor, check for injuries

Do not try to move the patient if something seems to be broken (even if family

members pressure you to do so)

@ Call for help
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SAFETY PRACTICES

Client’s Bedroom

Here are some tips on making a safe, “fall proof’ environment in the client’s
bedroom:

> Provide adequate lighting (place a lamp near the client's bed, if possible)

» Provide a night light

» Arrange furniture against the walls ( not in the middle of the room) to allow
for free movement inside the room

» Maintain a clutter-free floor and bedside

> Provide a call signal within the client’s reach at all times

» Respond to a call signal as soon as possible

» Place needed personal items within the patient's reach so that he/she
wouldn’t have to stretch out far and risk falling

Hallways

Hallways of any health care facility must always be kept open and safe

» Maintain well lighted hallways



> Keep hallways clutter-free
»  Wipe spills immediately
» Never run in hallways

Bathroom

Many accidents may occur in the bathroom. Here are some ways {o make the
bathroom accident-free:

Keep floor clean and dry at all times

Use a hand-held shower

Set the water heater at 120° F or lower to avoid burns

Turn hot water on last and off first |

Make sure the bath mat is intact and mold free as this may make it
slippery

Use a bath bench when bathing a client

If a bath tub is present, never leave the client alone in the tub

Secure the cabinets that contain bathroom cleaning products (child proof
locks are recommended)

Keep electrical appliances away from water

Keep toilet seats up so that clients don’t need to constantly bend down to

lift it up
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Kitchen

Burns and cuts are among the common accidents in the kitchen. These can be
prevented by proper safety practices.

% Check if kitchen appliances are properly working

& Unplug small appliances (i.e. toaster, coffee maker, rice cooker, etc.) when
not in use

Keep electrical cords, papers, and flammable objects away from the stove
Store chemical such as detergents and cleaning liquids separately from food
Use pot holders, not towels

Keep medicine cabinets secure

Store knives and sharp objects apart from other utensils

Turn pan handles inward when cooking

Do not use aerosols near open flame

Do not use the microwave if a person with a pacemaker is present

Keep the kitchen floor clean and dry
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ELECTRICAL SAFETY

Don’t use appliances with frayed cords

Don’t let cords clutter floors

Don't hide cords under rugs

Don’t pull on the cord when unplugging an appliance, always
grab the plug
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Note: Always check for loose wirings



STORAGE AREAS
* Always label products correctly
* Keep oily rags in well a ventilated place
* Do not leave oily rags, old newspapers and rubbish in piles
SAFE USE OF CHEMICALS
In health care facilities, various chemicals are being used. These substances can

be very harmful if swallowed and may eve be strong skin and eye irritants. Safety
measures should be taken when handling and storing chemical products.

* Keep all chemicals in their original containers
* Never transfer in unlabelled bottles

* Never leave a cleaning product unattended when being used

EQUIPMENT SAFETY
Perform the four way test before using equipment

The four way test

v Surfaces - make sure it is free of cracks, chips, and rough or sharp edges
v Electrical cords - make sure it is intact and not frayed

v Electrical plugs - make sure it is intact, not loose or damaged

v Bolts and screws - make sure these are intact and properly tightened

> Use equipment according to manufacturer’s direction

» Make sure appliances are improper working condition

» Watch out for unusual odor or noise coming from the equipment when using
it. If any of these is present, immediately turn it of and report to your
supervisor

Note: Always report any changes in a client's behavior, physical state, health, and
needs to your supervisor. In like manner, any faulty equipment or possible

sources of danger in the facility must also be reported immediately to the
supervisor for prompt action

BODY MECHANICS

Another way to prevent accidents and injuries to both client and care provider is
knowing body mechanics.

What is body mechanics?




Body mechanics is the proper use of one’s muscles to lift an object or a client.
This means using the body’s strength safely and efficiently with as little strain and fatigue
as possible. This involves using the strongest , muscles of the body.

Note: STRONGEST MUSCLES - arms and legs
WEAKEST MUSCLES - back and abdomen

POSTURE

Posture is an important aspect of good body mechanics. It promotes proper
balance, energy conservation, muscle strain prevention, and distortion of the spine. This
also puts a care provider in a better position to support a client in the event of a fall.

As a general rule, to maintain a good posture, keep your back stfaight, feet flat
on the floor. Feet must be at least 12 inches apart (or hip width) to maintain proper
balance and even distribution of body weight.

Nofe: Always remember to bend your knees when picking up an object or when
liting a client

GUIDELINES FOR PROTECTING YOUR BACK
AND GOOD BODY MECHANICS

Wear appropriate clothing and footwear ( sturdy, non-skid, comfortable footwear)
Plan each maneuver

Go through the steps mentally

Inform the client what you are about to do

Allow the client to assist you if he/she can

Ask for help when necessary. Do not attempt a two-person care task alone
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When doing the task,

@ Place legs 12 inches apart (feet parallel)

@ Use the large muscles (legs instead of back)

@ Bend from the knees, not your back

@ Face the client. Do not twist your upper torso. Pivot when turning.

< Avoid reaching, twisting, or bending by adjusting your work height

@ When lifting objects from the floor, bend your knees and squat

@ Lift objects close to your body

@ Use both hands when lifting heavy objects (bring to waist level if possible to
lessen back strain)

@ Push, slide or roll the object whenever possible

= Move smoothly, avoid quick, jerking motions

@ Use assistive devices



COMMON ASSISTIVE DEVICES IN CLIENT TRANSFER
Transfer/ Gait belt

This is a broad safety belt worn by the client and is used by the
care provider to hold on to a client during transfer. When a client is weak or
unsteady, the belt may be used by the care provider to support the client when
ambulating.

Mechanical lift

There are different kinds of mechanical lifts. One of these types is
the hydraulic lift in which a sling is positioned flat under the patient and a hydraulic
pump is used to raise and lower the sling.

A mechanical lift is used when a client is heavy, unable to assist in
transfer, has very poor balance, has an amputation or like conditions in which the
use of transfer belt is very difficult or impossible. Using the mechanical lift in such
cases prevents injury to both the client and the care provider.

SOME TIPS ON PREPARING FOR EMERGENCIES

O Know where emergency shut offs are located

0O Know where emergency lights, batteries and other supplies are located

0O Keep first aid kit handy and organized

O Keep emergency numbers by the phone

O Keep the fire extinguisher loaded and make sure it is functional

O Know the exact address of the health care facility and important landmarks to
be able to give accurate directions to paramedics in case of medical
emergencies

O Know all the emergency exits and evacuation plan

O Call 9-1-1 whenever necessary

Note: Itis very important for a care provider to be calm and prepared when
emergency occurs. This helps the individual think clearly about what to
do and to best safeguard the welfare of the clients under his/her care.
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Remember:

M A health care worker 1is responsible for keeping a safe
environment ’

M Changes in a client’s vision, hearing, health status as well
as medication effects and mental confusion may put him/her at
risk of accidents

M The elderly are more likely to fall or have accidents than the
general public



M Safety practices must always be upheld to avoid accidents

‘M Good Body mechanics makes work easier and prevents injury to
both the client and the care provider

M Reporting and documentation is also an important duty of
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Evaluation:

Mrs. Owens 1is an 85 year old resident of an adult home care
facility. She has had a stroke, which left her weak and slightly
confused. She uses a walker to ambulate and usually needs minimal
assistance when going to the bathroom. A caregiver follows her to
the bathroom to ensure her safety. One morning she goes to the
bathroom but has more difficulty walking than usual. It seems her
legs have gotten weaker. She is walking when her knee suddenly
gives in Jjust as she comes into the bathroom. She hangs on to the
nearest grab bar but it i1s wobbly. One of the bolts has gone
loose. She begins to fall.

1. If you were the caregiver, how would you assist Mrs.
Owens as she falls?

2. How would you use proper body mechanics in such a
situation?

3. After Mrs. Owens has been eased to the floor, what would
be your next step?

4., Suppose Mrs. Owens cries in pain and couldn’t move her
neck. Her daughter, Sarah, comes in and hears her mother crying.
Sarah panics and yells at you to help her mother get up. How
would you handle the situation? '

5. How would you, as a caregiver report the incident to your
supervisor?



