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Preventing older adult falls

S U M M A R Y
With an aging population 
comes the risk of falling 
and injuring oneself. 
Preventative measures 
can be taken to support 
the reducing the risk of 
falling. 

This WellSpring 
provides an overview 
of the Finding Balance 
program, led by the 
Injury Prevention Centre 
at the University of 
Alberta, that aims to 
support practitioners 
and the aging population 
across the province 
to reduce their risk of 
falls and support active, 
independent living.

The year 2011 was a landmark for older adults. This was the year the oldest baby boomers turned  

65 years of age. Now in 2018, approximately half of this large demographic is over age 65 and 

they are falling in unprecedented numbers. Estimates show that one in three, or about 177,000 of 

Albertans over the age of 65 will fall at least once in the coming year.1  

Falls are the leading cause of injury among older people,2 and because there are now more older 

people, there has been much research investigating the risk factors of falls and interventions to 

prevent them. In the late 1980s, few journal articles related to falls in older adults existed. By 2004, 

this had increased to nearly 400 per year3 with the publication of systematic reviews and meta-

analyses following in subsequent years.  In 2012, Gillespie et al. published a Cochrane Database 

Systematic Review which defined the types and frequency of exercise needed to prevent falls.4 It 

was this review that provided the foundations of knowledge upon which the Finding Balance program 

is built. 

Finding Balance in Alberta 

Finding Balance, an older adults’ falls prevention program developed by the Injury Prevention Centre 

in the School of Public Health at the University of Alberta, was first launched in November 2008.  

At the time, the population of Alberta adults over 65 years of age was approximately 370,000. 

Today, that population has reached 535,000 and is expected to grow up to 1 million by 2045.5 At the 

same time, approximately 90% of older adults in Alberta live independently in their communities6 

and, in recent years, over 175,000 older Albertans have experienced at least one fall a year, with 

9,000 per year being injured severely enough to require a hospital admission and unable to return 

to independent living.

It is these individuals the Finding Balance program aims to support.  More specifically, Finding 

Balance provides older adults and practitioners with the latest information and resources to help 

older adults live an active and independent lifestyle. The program uses real life strategies that older 

adults can use to lower their risk of a fall.   
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This year, an 
estimated 9,000 

Albertans who 
fall will be hurt 

severely and 
unable to live 

independently. 

Stay independent. Prevent falls. 

Considering that 40% of nursing home admissions are the direct result of a fall,1 preventing falls 

and staying independent are closely linked in the messaging.  More specifically, the key message 

helps the older adult audience make the cognitive link between falling and losing the ability to live 

independently by focusing on independence factors older adults value, including:7 living in their own 

homes, making their own decisions about how they spend their time, and not wanting to rely on 

others or be a burden to family, was highly valued by older adults.   

Empowering older adults to take action

Finding Balance materials use the message, “You can reduce your chances of falling”, which is meant 

to increase awareness and empower older adults to take action to prevent falls. Older adults fall 

due to one or more of any number of intrinsic or extrinsic factors.  Approximately 15% of falls are 

caused by external situations that would cause most people, regardless of age, to fall, which can 

include tripping on obstacles or sliding on ice.  Another 15% of falls result from identifiable causes 

specific to the individual such as fainting, while the remainder are the result of a combination of two 

or more of these factors.8 

Finally, 70% of falls do not have a single cause that can be identified and addressed, which means 

older adults need to equip themselves with physical capacities to prevent a fall wherever and 

whenever it may happen. For example, people who have strong legs and good balance are less likely 

to fall. Regardless of the factors that precipitate a fall, it is the leg strength of the individual and their 

ability to remain upright that can stop a fall from occurring. Following a slip or a trip, leg strength 

can also help an individual regain balance, allowing them to catch themselves before they fall.9

Challenge your balance — Build strength — Be active

The 2012 review by Gillespie et al4 recommends group and home exercise programs that combine 

balance and strength exercises. The combination of both types of exercises was found most likely 

to prevent falls among older adults living independently in the community.4  With this in mind, the 

2018 core messages for Finding Balance are: Challenge Your Balance, Build Strength, and Be Active. 
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People who 
have strong 

legs and good 
balance are 

less likely to 
fall.

Challenge Your Balance

Balance is about controlling movements whether during walking, carrying things, or standing still. 

It is also about keeping one’s body upright through the coordination of a range of body structures 

and functions.  Balance to avoid a fall involves an awareness of where body parts are in space 

(proprioception), reaction time to respond to unexpected changes or movements, and muscle 

strength to extend the legs against gravity, with spare capacity to regain an upright position in case 

of a trip or slip.  

To improve balance, it is important to engage the body in situations that create a sense of motion. 

For example, moving the centre of gravity away from a comfortable, stable position challenges 

balance and can improve it over time.10  Exercises to improve balance are available on the Everyday 

Exercises for Older Adults poster.

Build Strength

Strong leg muscles are important for being mobile and steady or stable.  Lower extremity weakness 

is a significant risk factor for falls in older adults,10 while increased lower extremity strength is 

associated with better balance function.11  Muscle strength can be improved in individuals of any 

age.  To improve and maintain muscle strength, resistance training using bands or weights and 

exercises that use body weight are recommended.12,13  Exercises to improve strength are available on 

the Everyday Exercises for Older Adults poster.

Be Active 

Being active is both a means and a benefit of preventing a fall. Finding Balance encourages people 

to be active to have a strong general fitness base that will in turn support their efforts to reduce 

their risk of falls.  Being active, as opposed to being sedentary, can also help build confidence and 

overcome the fear of falling, which is in itself a risk factor for falling.14  The benefits of being active 

can be found on the Finding Balance poster.

Finding Balance materials are congruent with the Canadian Physical Activity Guidelines for Older 

Adults. (CSEP website), which recommends achieving 150 minutes of moderate-to-vigorous activity 

per week.15  

Know your risks

As previously mentioned, Gillespie et al4 found that there are a number of risk factors for falls 

that are specific to one’s environment or health.  These factors need to be addressed on an 

individual basis and are thus more difficult to address within a program aimed at the broader older 

adult population. Finding Balance raises the awareness of the existence of these risks and has 

supplementary materials addressing them in a series of information sheets.  

Some extrinsic risk factors can be identified and eliminated from the environment.  For example, an 

occupational therapist can identify and assist with removing tripping hazards such as clutter and 

loose rugs from homes, and suggest ways to keep the home free of potential fall hazards.  Similarly, 

some intrinsic factors can be addressed by having regular care from an optometrist; reviewing 

medications that can cause dizziness with a pharmacist or doctor; preventing or eliminating foot 

pain; and treating any health conditions that affect balance and strength. Even older adults with 

extraordinary conditions that have an increased risk of a fall can benefit from improving strength 

and balance.

Resources for older adults and practitioners

Older adults, their families, and practitioners can access the latest evidence-based materials for 

preventing falls at findingbalancealberta.ca, including a program brochure, information sheets 

covering topics from Getting a Good Night’s Sleep to Walking in Winter, a Falls Self-Assessment 

http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Exercise-Poster-2018-en.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Exercise-Poster-2018-en.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Exercise-Poster-2018-en.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/Finding-Balance-Poster-HIGHRES.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/resources-by-format/
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Good-Nights-Sleep-2017.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Winter-Walking-Handout-2017.pdf
http://findingbalancealberta.ca/wp-content/uploads/FB-Falls-Risk-Assessment-2017-V3.pdf
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Checklist (a set of validated questions to allow individuals to identify if they may be at risk of falling),16 

exercise cards, and a poster to help older adults challenge their balance and build strength.

In recent years, over 175,000 older Albertans have experienced at least one fall a year.  Nine thousand 

per year have been injured severely enough to require a hospital admission and many have been unable 

to return to living the life of their choice. By focusing on improving and maintaining strength and balance 

and being active, the Finding Balance program can help older adults avoid a life-changing fall. 
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