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1
The 48-Hour Fall Prevention Sweep

Figure 1. The 48-hour fall-prevention sweep covers 7 rooms and 32 hazards, with $250-$300
inmaterials and a printable punch list for Entry, Bathroom, Kitchen, Bedroom, Living, Hallway,
and Stairwell
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1.1 The Phone Call You Did Not Want

Most adult children begin reading a book like this the week after a phone call. Mom

fell in the kitchen and could not get up for two hours. Dad walked out of the bath and

slipped on the tile. The orthopedic surgeon used the word hip fracture and your throat

tightened. Now there is a discharge plan, a referral to occupational therapy, and a

contractor coming Thursday to “do an assessment” — which usually means quoting a

number that makes the room go quiet.

This book is for the moment between the call and the contractor. You have a window

— usually about a week between hospital discharge and the parent returning home

permanently — to make the house safer, smarter, and significantly less likely to send

your parent back to the ER. The work is not that complicated. The work is mostly

knowing which things genuinely matter, which things are predatory upsells, and which

things the state will help pay for if you know how to ask.

36
million older adults fall every year in the United States, producing roughly 3
million emergency-department visits and 32,000 deaths — and the home is

where most of those falls happen1

I have done over 300 in-home assessments as an occupational therapist. A handful

of patterns repeat in nearly every house: the same three loose rugs, the same missing

bath grab bars, the same single bulb in the wrong place that turns a hallway into a

hazard. Most of these are 30-minute fixes that cost under $100. A smaller set are real

modifications — grab bars in studs, a curbless shower, a ramp or stairlift — that cost

more and demand a contractor. Both layers of work are in this book.

1Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, “Older Adult Falls Data,” updated 2024.
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Warning

This book is not medical advice and is not a substitute for an individualized home

assessment by a licensed occupational therapist OT or certified aging-in-place

specialist CAPS. Every parent’s mobility, cognition, balance, vision, and medi-

cation profile is different, and the right modifications depend on those specifics.

State licensure for OTs varies. Some Medicare Advantage plans may offer ex-

tra benefits beyond Original Medicare, but coverage and cost-sharing vary by

plan—verify the specific OT/home-safety benefit with the plan. Use this book to

prepare, prioritize, and prevent gouging— not to diagnose, prescribe, or replace

clinical judgment.

1.2 What This Chapter Builds

A 48-hour sweep is what most families can do between the discharge call and the par-

ent’s return home. It does not require a contractor, does not require permits, and pro-

duces measurable safety improvement before any larger modification is even planned.

The sweep covers seven rooms, runs through 32 specific items, and costs under $300

for materials at any hardware store.

The discipline matters because the contractor conversation in Chapter 2 onward goes

much better when the house is already in a defensible baseline state. A contractor

walking into a home with the loose rugs already removed, the night lights already

installed, and the bathroom already partially equipped will give you a different (and

smaller) quote than a contractor walking into raw chaos.
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1.3 The Seven-Room Walkthrough

Walk every room with three specific questions in mind. What can my parent trip on,

slip on, or bump into? What can my parent not see clearly? What can my parent not

reach safely? Almost every home-fall hazard reduces to one of those three.

Room 1 Entryway. The first place falls happen and the first place EMTs need to reach.

Loose throw rugs come up. Heavy doors get door-closer adjustments. Single-step

thresholds get a small wedge ramp $15–$40 at any hardware store). Outdoor lighting

gets a motion sensor or a dusk-to-dawn bulb $8–$25. Mailboxes that require step-

ping off a curb get relocated, replaced, or supplemented by a wall-mounted indoor

mail slot.

Room 2 Bathroom. The single highest-fall-risk room in the house. Tub mats with

suction cups replace bath bottoms. A removable shower seat $40–$80 goes in be-

fore any real retrofit. Two interim grab bars (suction-cup style, $20–$35 each) buy

you time while you plan the real anchored bars from Chapter 2. Night lights stay on

continuously. The bath rug becomes a low-profile, non-skid mat or comes out entirely.

Room 3 Kitchen. Less hazardous than the bathroom but home to surprising scald

and burn risks. The everyday dishes get moved from upper cabinets to counter-level

shelves or lower cabinets. A step stool with a handrail $45–$75 replaces a wobbly

two-step. The stove gets a knob-cover set if cognition is in question $10 for a 4-pack).

Pots and pans heavier than two pounds get checked for whether your parent can still

lift them.

Room 4 Bedroom. The path between the bed and bathroom is the highest-priority

safety zone in the house. Motion-activated night lights along that path $8–$20 each,

three to five units) make middle-of-the-night trips safer. A bed-rail $50–$120 helps

with sit-to-stand transitions. The closet rod height gets adjusted down (a hardware-

store closet kit, $30–$80 so reaching does not require a step stool.
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Room 5 Living room. Furniture rearrangement matters more than purchases. The

walking paths get widened. The couch and recliner get evaluated — can your parent

sit and stand from each piece without help? If the answer is no, a chair-leg riser kit

$25–$50 raises the seat height enough to make sit-to-stand possible. Loose cords

get cord-channels $10–$25. Ottomans and small side tables in the walking path get

relocated.

Room 6 Hallway. Single most under-lit space in most homes. Night lights every six

to ten feet. Loose runners come up. A handrail on the wall $30–$80, simple wall-

anchored grip rail) makes long hallways navigable for parents with balance issues.

Room7 Stairwell. If your parent uses stairs, the railings must be on both sides. If only

one rail exists, a second rail kit costs $80–$200 and installs in a Saturday afternoon.

Stair-edge contrast tape $10–$20 makes the top and bottom step visible to declining

vision. If stairs become impossible, Chapter 4 covers stairlifts in detail.

$250-$300
total material cost for a thorough 48-hour fall prevention sweep across all

seven rooms — the highest-leverage $300 most families will spend in the first
week after a parent’s discharge

1.4 The 32-Item Punch List

The sweep is most useful as a single printable checklist. The full version is in

bonus/fall-prevention-sweep.md, designed to be printed and walked through with a

Sharpie. The categories:

• Loose rugs and runners 8 items)

• Lighting and night lights 6 items)
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• Cords, thresholds, and tripping hazards 5 items)

• Bathroom interim safety 5 items)

• Furniture height and reach 4 items)

• Stair and handrail safety 4 items)

Most families complete the sweep in a single Saturday with one trip to the hardware

store. The few items that require a contractor (anchored grab bars in studs, a real

handrail install, a second stair rail) go on the contractor’s quote sheet for Chapter 2.

Pro Tip

Take photographs of every room before you start. The pre-sweep photo set be-

comes invaluable for two reasons: 1 it captures the contractor-quote baseline

so you can compare before-and-after, and 2 it documents the home’s condi-

tion for any state-grant application that asks for “before” photos as part of the

eligibility package. Five minutes of phone photos at the start of the sweep pays

for itself within a month.

1.5 What Not to Buy in the First 48 Hours

The first sweep is also where most families overspend on the wrong things. The single

biggest first-weekmistake is buying the high-end “smart” versions of products that the

parent will not actually use or that genuinely belong in a contractor’s scope of work.

Do not buy in week one:

• A full smart-home monitoring system Chapter 5 walks through what genuinely

helps)

• Walk-in tubs sold by anyone advertising on cable TV Chapter 3 is dedicated to this

scam)
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• Stairlifts from a contractor who showed up uninvited Chapter 4

• Permanent grab bars before you have identified studs and the right anchor system

• Voice-activated assistants for a parent who has never voluntarily used one before

• “Medical-grade” versions of products that have civilian equivalents at a third the

price

The pattern in each case is the same: the urgency of the discharge week is real, but

the contractors and retailers who profit most from that urgency are the ones who price

most aggressively. Slow down. The 48-hour sweep handles the genuine emergency.

The bigger decisions go in Chapter 2 and beyond.

1.6 What the Sweep Cannot Fix

Be honest about what the sweep is and is not. The sweep prevents tripping, slipping,

and reaching falls in a baseline-mobile parent. It does not address:

• Cognitive falls (a parent who forgets they have a cane and walks without it)

• Medication-related falls (a parent whose blood pressure drops on standing because

of a new prescription)

• Vision-related falls (cataracts that have progressed past what lighting can compen-

sate for)

• Mobility-progression falls (a parent whose walking has declined to the point of

needing equipment, not modifications)

Each of these requires a clinical conversation. Your parent’s primary care doctor, oph-

thalmologist, and pharmacist are all part of the falls-prevention team. The OT who
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does the in-home assessment will catch many of these issues; the contractor will not.

Make the clinical appointments while the sweep is happening.

Case Study

The Saturday That Prevented a Second Fall

A 53-year-old high-school principal in Cleveland brought her father home from

the hospital five days after a fall in his kitchen. He had broken his wrist on the

corner of the counter. Before he came home, she did the seven-room sweep

with her husband and her brother — one full Saturday, two trips to the hard-

ware store, $278 in materials. Loose rugs out. Bath mat and shower seat in. Six

motion-activated night lights along the bedroom-to-bathroom corridor. Cord

channels on the living-room electronics. A second handrail on the basement

stairs. Two suction-cup grab bars in the bathroom while she scheduled the per-

manent ones. Eleven months later her father had not fallen again. The orthope-

dic surgeon, at the wrist follow-up, said the home modifications were “the most

consistent predictor of whether older adults bounce or don’t.” The Saturday cost

less than one ER copay.

Get the complete book — https://shop.pragma.vision
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