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Abstract

The Demonstration Project for the prevention and treatment of falls of the elderly in Beer
Sheva, called the NEFI (Negev Elderly Falls Intervention) Project, was designed to
provide solutions to a common problem among the elderly: falls and their consequences.

Falls among the elderly may cause three kinds of morbidity:

1) medical complications, including fractures, 2) psychological responses, including
depression and fear of recurrent. falls; and 3) functional limitations, such as becoming
home-bound and dependent in day-to-day activities. Identifying elderly people who are at
high nisk for falls, and relating in a suitable manner to the risk factors that can be treated
or reversed, may help prevent some of the falls.

This project included 361 people who were 60 years or older and members of a
community health clinic in Beer-Sheva. According to the 5 - item screening test which
designated those at high risk for falling, 28% (n=98) of the elderly people tested were
categorized as having 2 or more risk factors. That is, these people were found to be at
high risk for falls. Based on the results of the screening test, those senior citizens who
were interested were referred to an intervention program. We followed the participants
for approximately one year in order to evaluate the results of the program. The
interventions were community-based and designed to offér primary and secondary
prevention of falls. Programs of health education and exercise, adapted specially for this
age group, were offered to the group categorized as being at low risk (primary
prevention). For the high risk group, a comprehensive medical examination and individual
treatment was offered, according to the test results (secondary prevention). For some of
the elderly people who were found to be at high risk (n=42), particularly those who
reported falls in the home, an assessment was made of the hazards found in their homes. In
addition, community work was undertaken in order to interest and involve related agencies
and to try to establish a preventative community-based program, |

In the second interview, we interviewed 283 people, or 78% of the first stage. During this
year, the frequency of falls increased; this may be the result of increased reporting or due
to the rise in the rate of elderly suffering from disabilities. The same rate of injuries (47%)
was reported in both interviews among those elderly who had fallen. In accordance with
the rise in falls, the percentage of elderly in the high risk group for falls also increased to
35%.

The characternistics of the high risk group for falls in this sample include: more women than
men, more. single people than married ones, more. people who immigrated to Israel
between 1976-1988 than those who immigrated after 1988 and more people with less than
10 years of formal education than those with more. In addition, the elderly found to be at
high risk were more depressed, had more functional limitations and had more chronic

iilnesses.



The long period of time that occurred between the first interview and the beginning of the
intervention programs might have negatively affected participation. Twenty percent of the
elderly people participated in one of the classes Those who participated in the exercise
class reported higher levels of satisfaction than those who participated in the health
education classes. A number of tests were conducted in order to evaluate the validity of
the screening test. Results of the screening test matched 75% of the physicians’
examinations who had no prior knowledge concerning how the person was categorized.
Together these results support the validity of the screening test for falls,

Based on the results of the project, the following conclusions were noted: First, the
frequency of falls among the elderly was high and but concurs with data reported in the
literature of the past few years. In addition, no new risk factors were found concerning
falls that were not reported beforehand in the literature. Second, even though a significant
association between falls and depression was found in the project, which has been reported
in the literature, the clinic staff were not aware of this fact. The participants in the exercise
and health educatton classes tended to report fewer signs of depression and better self-
rated health than those who did not participate in one of the classes. This difference was
not apparent in the first interview. Thus, it is important for family physicians to encourage
elderly patients to participate in exercise or special interest activities. Thirdly, due to the
small number of participants in the classes mentioned above, and due to the short follow-
up period after the intervention, we were unable to conclusively evaluate the degree of
influence that the intervention program had on the risk for falls. Finally, a number of
instruments were developed for physicians and professional health workers that can prove
useful for others interested in the area of falls prevention and treatment.

It may be concluded that, in spite of problems that arose during the project, the muiti-
sectorial model for the prevention and care of falls can be implemented in the community.
However, the research project did not show that the intervention prevented future falls. It
must be noted that one year of follow-up of the participants is insufficient for evaluating
the preventative aspect.
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