On the uses of bed alarms

Used and supported appropriately, they reduce falls and offer other advantages, as one facility discovered

hen Charles Hise purchased

Dunn Nursing Home in Sel-

ma, Alabama, 1in 1992 —lacer

relocated and renamed Park

Place Nursing and Rehabilitacion Center—

there had becn a recurring falls problem.

Despite ¢ 65% use of restraints, residents

still were falling. Dunn Nursing Home

had a 32% average fall rate in a population

of 93 residents. However, because a patient

may already have been on the floor when

discovered, itwasdifficulrto determineifan

incident was an actual fall or a self-induced
effore o lie on the Aaor.

Nevercheless, Hise felt rescraines were
dangerous and demeaning, and he was
determined to eliminate their use at Park
Place. When [ joined the staft in 1994,
managementimplemented a plan o totally
eliminatcche use of restraines. Irrook three
years to accomplish this, but no restraints
have been used since then.

Early in the process, staff members
researched various types of alarm
systems that could best monitor
individuals’ movements in an
unobtrusive manner and alert
nurses to any resident’s actempt
to get out of bed or a chair unas-
sisted. The system needed to be
difficule for residents to bypass, as
well as minimize false alarms, provide
both visual and audio cues by
activating a call light outside
the room and a sound at che
nursingstation,and activatea
call light to indicate a power
loss (Park Place hasa backup
generartor to keep the alarm
system operating in the event
of a power failure).

Staff reviewed both bactery-
operated and clectronic systems. The
team talked with directorsof nursingacother

facilitiesregarding the

effectiveness of their
systems, Following re-
searchand evaluarion, staff
selected an electronic moniror-
ing and alarm system that
includes a disposable, thin,
heat-scaled, pressure-sensi-
tive strip positioned under
a resident’s bed sheet or on

a wheelchair cushion.
After the alarm system was
installed, theaverage fall rateatour
facilicy declined from 329 to (6%,
and has remained at that level
for the past cight years. Inter-
estingly, 90% of the remain-
ing occurrences now involve
chairs, not beds. Because
people move around meore
in chairs, false alarms can be
a prablem as
residents
shifr
their
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weight on the sensor, To help prevenc this,
the chairalarm units feature delays of three
or five seconds that can be ser for acrive
residents.

As a sort of reverse test of the system’s ef-
ficacy, Park Place experienced a temporary
increase in falls when the call Tight system
panel failed shartly atter the move into che
new huilding. During the three months it
took o correct the problem, call highes were
inoperable; residents could not manually
activate a room call Jight. The alarm sen-
sors. connected to the same system, could
not activate a light or sound an alert at a
nurses” starion. As a result, the monthly
fall rate increased 1o 21% until che problem
was hxed.

Alarm systems have several benefits. In
1993, a medical journal reported on astudy
of bed alarms conducted in the Geriatric
Evaluation and Treatment Unit of the
Mount Sinai Medical Center in New York:
“Apart from preventing fulls, bed alarms
may be beneficial in other ways. They may
be valuable in helping monitor clinical
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change in patients. Eighty-three percent
of the true alarm responses were for eicher
toileting (frequent urination, nocturia) or
acure illness (congestive heart failure, chest
pain), suggesting thar using a bed alarm to
alert staff to changes in the patient’s medi-
cal condition may result not only in more
rapid interventions, but also in reduction
of risk for falling.”

Ar Park Place, the alarm system has been
adapted to various purposes. First, it is used
asaplanningtool. Coupled withinitialand
ongoing assessments, alarms inform staff
about residents’ habits. For example, one
person may consistently attempt toariseata
certainhour to go to the bathroom, whilean-
other may getupatnonspecific times, driven
simply by an urge to wander. As a result of
such “history,” nurses can adjust attention
and care to each individual’s habits.

Second, it serves as an ultimate safery
mechanism. The odds of survival are
enhanced when nurses are alerted thar a
resident is attempring to arise from a bed
or chair. If it weren't for the alarm, the
resident may already be on che foor for
some period of time before anyone knows
it. With the alarm, staff can know about a
pending incident before a residenr reaches
the Aoor.

System Support

Staff tralning and accounrability are vital
to the successful application of an alarm
system. Valarie Maxwell, LPN, head of
Park Place’s craining and quality assurance,
conducts one-on-one orientation with new
employees using a video. demonstrations,
and verbal instruction on approptiate use.
She also conducrs periodic meetings wich
nurses and assistants to evaluate ways o
improve procedures, and is responsible for
explaining to families the alarm’s purpose
and resident benefs.

Nurse supervisors check the system on a
scheduled basis 1o ensure that it functions
properly and that sensing devices are posi-
tioned correctly on bedsand chairs. Sensing
unics are rested co verify they will send an
alarm if a patient arises.

Conclusion

Park Place’s resules show chat fall rates can
be held to 2 minimum with appropriate
technology. butaccountability is necessary.
When management and staff accept that
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falls are a fact of life and work to deliver
care on an individualized basis using all
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