Hips don’t lie: what you should know about medications
and falls

By Dr. Cara Tannenbaum, Geriatrician and Director, Canadian Deprescribing
Network

One night while working in the emergency room, a woman in her 70s was
brought in with a broken hip. When | asked her what happened, she told me that
she lost her balance going to the bathroom in the middle of the night and fell on
the floor.

“I'm so stupid,” she said. “I should have been more careful. Will | have to cancel
my trip to Florida this winter because | need surgery for my broken hip?” My
heart sank. As a falls and balance expert, | know the shocking statistics around
falls and seniors — and going to Florida should have been the least of her
concerns...
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20-30% of hip fracture patients die within one year of the fracture.

Sources: Huang et al. 2012, Khong et al. 2012, Morin et al. 2012, Falls in Canada, Second
Report, 2014.

Medications can cause falls

| told her, “You're not stupid for falling. Let’s take a closer look at what might
have contributed to your fall. | want to review your medications to make sure your
fall was not caused by the side effects of one of your pills.”

| discovered that she had recently been prescribed sleeping pills to treat her
insomnia. | explained to her that sleeping pills put your brain to sleep, which
reduces alertness and slow reaction time, leading to falls, fractures and even car
accidents. “No one told me my sleeping pills could cause me to fall,” she told me.
“‘Had | known, | wouldn’t have taken them at all.”



Conversations like these are what drive me to be a passionate medication safety
specialist and deprescribing advocate.

Preventing falls

Busy doctors may miss medication-related risks, especially subtle effects such as
the way sleeping pills affect concentration and balance. That's why patients need
to be aware and informed about their medications — and keep on top of potential
side effects.

November is falls prevention month. Here are some medication classes to be
wary of if you are worried about falls*:

e Medications that cause dizziness and drowsiness. These include
sleeping pills, antipsychotics, antidepressants and opioids.

¢ Medications that lower blood sugar, such as type-2 diabetes
medication like glyburide (Diabeta®) and insulin.

¢ Non-steroidal anti-inflammatory drugs, such as ibuprofen (Advil®),
diclofenac (Voltaren®) and naproxen (Naprosyn®, Aleve®).

¢ Medication that can cause a sudden drop in blood pressure, such as
diuretics like furosemide (Lasix®) or prostate medication such as
tamsulosin (Flomax ®).

*Taking 3 or more medications can also increase the risk of falls.

Which medic

Opioid painkillers: 10% increased risk

_ Anti-inflammatory drugs: 21% increased risk
_ Blood pressure medication: 24% increased risk

Sleeping pills: 47-57% increased risk

Antipsychotics: 59% increased risk

Antidepressants: 68% increased risk



Sources: de Jong et al. 2013 & Huang et al. 2012

The good news

The good news is that it's very easy to prevent falls caused by medication side
effects if we’re well informed. The solution is to safely reduce, stop or switch
medications, ALWAYS under the supervision of a doctor or pharmacist.

Speak with your doctor or pharmacist, and ask them to review your medications
every year to see if any are increasing your risk of falls.

Some questions to ask your doctor or pharmacist about your medications:

1. Why am | taking this medication?

2. What are the potential benefits and harms of this medication?
3. Can it affect my memory or cause me to fall?

4. Can | stop or reduce the dose of this medication?

5. Who do | follow up with and when?

If you have ever tripped or fell, or are worried about losing your balance, speak
with your doctor, nurse or pharmacist. Many factors can increase fall risk, and the
majority of these factors are reversible. Don’t let the fear of falling prevent you
from being active! Inactivity further increases the risk of falls.

For more information on medication safety and deprescribing, see this website:
https://www.deprescribingnetwork.ca/




