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Introduction

With age comes wisdom and experience.  Retirement can be a time of exploration and adventure for many individuals over the age of 65.  However, it is also a time when we must begin to plan for the time when our bodies or minds may not be as strong as they were in our teens and twenties.  Perhaps, you have already noticed some difficulties in your everyday life.


The rehab team at Newton-Wellesley Hospital is called in to consult on a variety of individuals in your age group for a variety of diagnoses including elective total joint replacement, fractures after a fall at home or in the community, deconditioning after a medial illness, decreased cardiopulmonary endurance and many more.  Often times, a doctor will order Physical Therapy after a patient has been immobilized for a length of time to perform what is called a “home safety evaluation.”  This is an evaluation of your functional mobility as well as your ability to perform activities of daily living (ADLs).  Functional mobility includes tasks such as walking, climbing stairs, getting in out and out of bed and up and down from a chair.  ADLs include activities such as dressing, bathing, feeding, cooking, cleaning and toileting.  A qualified Physical and/or Occupational Therapist will help determine what assistance or equipment may be necessary to facilitate your safe return to home.


This resource guide is meant to serve as a supplement to your rehab evaluation to assist you in making any necessary modifications to your home or daily routines.  Please feel free to contact the rehab dept at 617-243-6172 if you have questions regarding any of the material in this packet.

Adaptations for the aging body

The following are suggestions for dealing with some common physical and functional limitations that occur with aging or illness:

Limited Reach

Keep in mind that: 

1) a person in a wheelchair is limited to a maximum side reach of 54” 

    and a maximum frontal reach of 48.”

2) the lowest easy reach from a seated position is 9” to the side and 12” 

    to the front.

Solutions:

· Lower shelves 3” from standard height or install pull-down shelving or pull-out bins in kitchens, closets and storage areas

· Consider installing a side-by-side refrigerator unit

· Look to install a stove with side-swing oven doors and a cook top with easy reach to decrease the risk of burns

· Utilize a hand-held shower head vertically mounting with a sliding bar

· Place peepholes 36-45” above the floor

· Install adjustable-height closet rods

· Raise electrical outlets to 27” above the floor to minimize bending

Small hands, limited flexibility, limited lifting ability

· U-shaped or D-shaped handles for cabinets/drawers are easiest to grasp

· A cooktop stove with level burners will allow for easier transfer of pots and pans between burners

· Install large lever-type controls on faucets, door latches and appliance knobs

· Install dishwashers 8” higher than usual to minimize bending

· Increase bathroom safety with an elevated toilet seat and grab bars strategically placed by the tub and toilet 

· You may also consider a shower seat, transfer bench, bath lift or walk-in shower to make bathing easier

· Place a small shelf near the front door to hold packages while you open the door

· Invest in an automatic garage door opener

· Replace standard light switches with rocker switches

Limited mobility

· A shower seat, tub with transfer bench or walk-in shower is recommended
· Widen doorways to 35” minimum to accommodate assistive devices
· Lower door thresholds to <1/2” or use transition wedges
· Modify doors so there is 18-24” clearance on each side for maneuvering
· All driveways/walkways should be smooth and obstacle-free
· Handrails should line both sides of stairways or ramps
· Stair treads should be deep enough for the whole foot to fit on each stair
· Consider installing a ramp if stairs become to difficult to negotiate into the house
Limited vision

· Increase the wattage of light bulbs to the maximum allowable

· There should be sufficient lighting near outside walkways, stairways and entrances as well as all stairways inside the house

· Use nightlights where appropriate

· Make sure closet lights are working properly

· Make sure oven controls are clearly marked and easy to see

· Obtain a telephone with a large print keypad

· Have a family member clearly mark hazardous changes in floor levels with white or reflecting tape

· Position furniture away from frequently walked areas

· Be aware of your home’s color scheme- yellow-oranges and reds are most easily distinguished by those with failing eyesight

· Avoid using closely related colors.  Instead, use contracting colors between places like doorways and walls, dishes and tablecloths

Hearing impairments

· Smoke detectors with strobe lights can alert you of a fire in the house

· Make sure doors are fitted with peepholes for visual identification of visitors

· For minor hearing loss, simply increase the volume on telephones.  For more severe loss, consider amplified speaker phones, TDDs or TTYs

· When entertaining guests, position yourself where you can easily hear a conversation

· Carpet floors and curtain windows to decrease sharp noises and echoes

· Purchase a vibrating alarm clock

· Obtain an amplified TV set

Home safety tips and recommended modifications

Now that you have completed the home safety checklist, review your answers with a friend, family or professional (such as a therapist or home health aide).  You can use the following list of recommendations to assist you in making room-by-room modifications in order to make your home a safer place to live.

Kitchen

· Lower kitchen counter tops so they don’t exceed 48” from floor

· Remove cabinet doors or install open shelves so you can quickly access food and supplies

· You can install full-extension drawers or pull out shelves in lower cabinets to maximize storage space

· Heaver items should be stored at waist level

· Hazardous items should be stored separate from food

· If you must get an object which is out of reach, use a sturdy step stool, not a chair

· Your standard range can be replaced with a cooktop and wall-mounted oven.  For wheelchair users, remove under the counter cabinets and install a side-swing door to make cooking accessible

· Staggered burners and/or a mirror placed above the stove can also be helpful for wheelchair users to monitor cooking progress

· Get rid of heavy pots and pans and add a spray attachment with long house to your sink so you can fill pots with water after you place them on the stove

· Turn pot handles away from other burners and the edge of the stove

· Keep potholders and a fire extinguisher close to the stove. There should always be a smoke detector in the kitchen area

· Make sure oven controls are clearly marked, easy/safe to reach and easy to grasp and turn.

· Avoid wearing long, loose clothing when cooking over a stove

· Use a kettle with an automatic shut-off device.  Sometimes electric ranges also have an auto shut-off feature.

· Consider a side-by-side refrigerator/freezer unit.  If this is not possible, a top freezer is recommended for those with bending difficulties and a bottom freezer is recommended for wheelchair users.

· Make sure there is ample room to maneuver around kitchen table and chairs.  No pet dishes in the walking path!

· Attach lever faucets to the sink to make them easier to use

· Replace knobs with loops for easy access to drawers/cabinets

· Use garbage disposals to eliminate frequent trips to the garbage can

· Allow at least 18’ counter space next to any major appliances to provide an adequate working area

· When working at the kitchen counter, sit on a stool or install a sling belt to the counter so you can sit when fatigued

· Place a wooden, wire or plastic rack in the sink to raise the working level to a convenient height

· To minimize the risk of falls, keep drawers and cupboards closed, place a nonskid mat in the sink area to soak up any water and clean up any spills immediately

· Disconnect small appliances when not in use

· Store sharp knives in a rack

· Make sure there is adequate kitchen lighting and ventilation

· Get rid of utensils with faulty handles and consider plates with lips

Bathroom 

· A hand held shower can be purchased which diverts water from your existing showerhead to one you hold in your hand.  A long hose will allow you to sit on a tub bench or shower chair while you bathe
· Grab bars should be installed to assist you in getting in and out of the shower and on/off the toilet.  

· Should be able to withstand 250 lbs

· Should be 1 ¼- 1 ½” in diameter

· Screw directly into wall studs NOT into sheet rock

· Pivoting grab bars are convenient because they can be moved out of the way

· Sheltering arm grab bars are ideal for toilet seats

· Install 1 ½” from the wall

· Do NOT use towel bars or the soap dish as alternatives to grab bars

· An elevated toilet seat (17-18” from floor) is often better for transfers than a standard toilet seat (14-15” from floor)

· A shower chair, tub bench, or fold-down shower seat can be purchased from a durable medical equipment provider.  An occupational therapist can assist you in obtaining the right equipment for you

· To prevent burns, lower the temperature on the hot water heater to 110( or install anti-scald devices on faucets and shower heads

· Circuits should be ground fault interrupted (GFI) to eliminate the possibility of shocks

· Single lever faucets are easiest to turn on/off and provide a good visual indication of hot/cold and on/off

· Install a bathroom telephone or take a cordless phone into the bathroom when bathing in case you should fall and need assistance

· There should be adequate lighting along the path to the bathroom as well as in the bathroom itself

· A clearance of 27-30” in height underneath the front of the sink is needed for wheelchair users to get close to the basin.  

· Replace bar soap with liquid soap in plastic pumps

· Use non-stick adhesive strips, flowers or dots inside the tub/shower and non-skid ceramic tile or indoor/outdoor carpeting outside to prevent falls

· Dry off before getting out of the tub

· Use door locks that can be opened on both sides

· If possible, bathe when help is available should it be needed

Bedroom

· Make sure there is adequate and accessible lighting including night lights or bedside lamps that can be turned on for nightly trips to the bathroom

· A bedside table can be useful for storing eyeglasses and a non-tip lamp

· Clear the path from bedroom to bathroom 

· The height of the bed should be adjusted as necessary to facilitate transfers 

· Place a comfortable chair in your bedroom for rests/comfort while dressing

Living areas

· Turn on the lights before you enter a room

· Check to see if the doorbell/buzzer can be heard in all rooms.  An intercom system may be useful

· Keep walkways clear of furniture, clutter or electrical or telephone cords

· Couches and chairs must be of appropriate height to ensure easy transfers

· Strong chairs with arm rests are recommended 

· Move low lying objects such as coffee tables and stools that can be easily tripped over

· Remove throw rugs that bunch up or slide.  Any remaining rugs should be taped firmly to the floor or skid resistant

· Phones should be in accessible locations.  Let the phone ring- don’t run to answer it

· Be aware of pets or children who may pose tripping hazards

· The nightly temperature in the house should be no lower than 65 F

· Smoke detectors should be present on every floor and should be checked regularly to make sure they are working properly

· Install additional outlets in the house to cut down on use of extension cords, which are a fire hazard as well as a tripping hazard

· Consider installing a carbon monoxide detector

Closets & STORAGE AREAS

· Walk-in closets are the most ideal as they provide ample room for browsing shelves and clothing rods
· Adjust the height of clothing rods to match your abilities
· Make sure closets are properly illuminated
· Closet doors, drawers and bins should have D-shaped or U-shaped handles for easy grip
· Install shelves that are shallow and low so you can reach items without having to stretch too far
Doors & Doorways

· Standard doorways are 32” wide.  Doorways/hallways that are widened to 36” will better accommodate wheelchairs and assistive devices

· To widen doorways:

· Replace existing hinges with “swing-clear hinges” to enlarge the clear opening of the door by 1 ½-1 ¾”

· Remove the wooden door stop and reinstall 3’ above the floor to create an additional ¾” to the clear opening of the doorway

· Remove the door & the wooden door stop to give yourself and additional 2 ¼-2 ¾”

· 18-24” of space is then needed on either side of the door for maneuvering

· alternatives to relocating walls or partitions include:

· removing the door entirely

· installing an automatic door opener

· Lower thresholds to < ½” or install mini-ramps or transition wedges

· Transition to lever door handles that easily push open

· Consider installing a keyless locking system 

· Secure doormats to the floor with tacks, staples or double-sided tape.  Make sure they are flush with the floor so they don’t pose a tripping hazard

· Kick plates can be installed from the floor to a distance of 10-16” to protect the door from wear and tear especially if wheelchair users tend to use the footrests to push the door open

· Peepholes need to be 36-45” above the floor for wheelchair users

· A continuous corridor 3’ wide, 6-8’ high and free of hazards and abrupt changes in levels should connect all important areas of the home including the entry/exit

Stairs & Stairways

Tread= the part of the step on which you stand

· Should be 11-12” deep and at least 36” wide. 42-48” is preferable because it allows for 2 people side by side or a stair lift

· Uniform

· Make steps visually prominent by applying a white (or other brightly colored) strip 1-2” wide to the edge of treads

· Fix tread coverings securely

· Remove thick (>3/8”) carpets on treads

· Slip resistant finishing can be applied to treads likely to get wet or they can be sloped 1 % (1/8” per foot)

· Remove/repair projecting screws and nails

· Nosings should be slightly rounded for visibility and injury reduction

Riser= vertical drop between treads

· Range from 3 ½-7” in height.  Maximum outside height should be 4”; maximum inside height should be < 6-7”

· Uniform height- avoid small changes in levels especially single steps

· No less than 3 risers between landings

Railings

· Handrails should line both sides or a single rail can be used in the center of a wide stairway

· Should support at least 250 lbs

· 6/4” in diameter for adult hands

· Installed at elbow height 36-39”, 1 ½” away from wall for finger clearance

Landings

· As a rule of thumb, there should be a landing every 10 steps

· There should be a landing at every turn of the stairway

Misc.

· Doors adjacent to steps should not swing out over any steps

· Avoid sudden changes in views or visual distractions in stairways

· Provide light switches at each point of stairway access or nightlights along the way

· Don’t place throw or scatter rugs at the top or bottom of stairways

· Never leave books, purses or packages on steps

· Be careful when carrying loads or wearing shoes that are easy to slip in

Outside the home

· Make sure the entrance to your house is barrier-free

· Make sure the driveway is smooth.  Patch any cracks and loose cement

· If an entrance at ground level is not possible, consider a ramp

· All walkways, stairways and entrances should be well-lit, preferably with lights activated by sound, motion or darkness

· Pay attention to walking surfaces.  Be on the lookout for ice, snow, wet or dry leaves or moss

· Salt icy sidewalks and pathways

· When you get out of the car, test the condition of the ground for wetness/iciness before you step

Ramps= inclining pathways that allow people to get in/out of a building without stairs.  They are useful for people who use wheelchairs or other assistive devices

· Three types:

· Straight shot ramps- no turns

· L-shaped- 90 turn with landing at point of turn

· Switchback- 180 change in direction with landing at point of direction

· Need 1” rise/12” run although 1”rise/20” run is preferable

· 36-48” clear width

· Level and anti-slip surface can be achieved with:

· Grit tapes

· Gutters to divert water

· Broom finished concrete

· Sand added to polyurethane when painting the ramp

· Landing should have a minimum length of 60”

· Guardrails should be mounted alongside the ramp 18-20” from ramp floor 

· Edging will prevent individuals from falling off the ramp sides
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