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As we get older we’ve got 
to look after ourselves 
a wee bit more. Falling 
down, for instance – that’s 
not funny, even for me, a 
mature actress who makes 
her living standing up on 
the stage.

Did you know that it is a fact 
that 40% of people over 65  
fall down at least once a year? 

But there’s a lot you can do to 
avoid all of that – like looking 
after your eyesight and feet a 
bit better, making your home 
safer and taking a little more 
exercise. Scientists reckon 
that a bit of activity helps your 
coordination, your balance 
and your strength – all the 
things that keep you on your 
feet and not on the floor! 

Dorothy Paul, comedienne.
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Dorothy Paul has assisted NHS Health Scotland 
in the production of Taking Positive Steps, a falls 
prevention video or DVD.
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Getting moving
If you’re prone to dizziness 
when getting up from  
a chair or your bed, 
remember to rise slowly 
and try to move your legs 
before standing. Your blood 
pressure can drop when 
you stand, and your body 
may take a while to adjust. 
If this is a problem for you, 
ask your GP about it.

Always take your time 
getting up to answer  
the phone or doorbell. 
When walking, take long 
but comfortable strides, 

Looking after yourself

Looking after your feet, 
eyes, diet, blood pressure 
and bones all help to 
prevent falls. 
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trying to make sure your steps are of equal 
length. Stand tall, let your arms swing 
naturally at your sides and look straight 
ahead. When you need to look down,  
do this with your eyes, not your head. 
Slightly shorter steps help when turning. 

Skipping a meal can cause dizziness and 
light-headedness, making you more prone 
to falling. Eating breakfast every morning  
is a good habit. 

If you feel depressed or on days when 
your energy is low and you are not moving 
about much, you may be at more risk of a 
fall. If you continue to feel like this, speak 
to your GP.

Eyes
You may have been wearing your glasses 
for years, but that doesn’t mean the 
lenses are right for you now. Make the 
most of your free eye test to get your 
eyes retested every year. 

If you wear bifocals, ask your optician  
for a review – you may be better off with 
one pair of glasses for reading and one 
for walking around, particularly if you  
find walking up and down stairs difficult. 

Remember to clean your glasses regularly 
and to put them on if you get up in  
the night.
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Fitter feet
Taking care of your feet will help you to 
stay independent and active. Problems  
like calluses and long toenails can affect 
balance and posture as well as causing 
pain and discomfort. 

The right footwear will enable you to move 
around in greater comfort and safety. 
Wear well-fitting shoes with good support, 
low heels, thin soles with good grips, a 
smooth interior and a rounded toe. 

Footwear to be avoided includes ill-
fitting slippers and high heels, peep-toes, 
slingbacks, thick trainers, and shoes on 
which the heel has worn down. Walking 
in stockings may make you more prone  
to slips. 



07

Medication
If you are taking more than four types 
of medication per day – including water 
tablets or sleeping tablets – ask your 
GP and pharmacist to review this with 
you. You should have your medication 
reviewed each year.

Healthy bones
Osteoporosis, meaning ‘thin bones’, 
can cause bones to become fragile and 
sometimes break with only a minor injury. 
One in three women and one in 12 men 
will develop osteoporosis in their lifetime, 
but it often remains undetected until the 
time of the first broken bone.

There’s a lot you can do to look after  
your bones whatever your age. As well  
as weight-bearing exercises such as brisk 
walking, a well-balanced diet rich in calcium 
and vitamin D can promote bone health. 

Supplements of calcium and vitamin D 
can help to reduce the risk of fractures if 
you are housebound or live in a residential 
or nursing home. Foods that contain 
calcium include milk, dark green vegetables, 
almonds, salmon and tinned sardines. 
Fish and seafood are good sources of 
vitamin D, and most breakfast cereals  
are fortified with calcium and vitamin D. 
Being outdoors in the sunshine can help, 
as vitamin D is absorbed through the skin. 
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Drinking too much alcohol has a damaging 
effect on bones. The alcohol limit is 3–4 
units a day for men and 2–3 units a day 
for women.* 

Smoking has a damaging effect on bones, 
and can increase the risk of hip fracture. 

* one unit of alcohol = one small glass of wine,  
one pub measure of spirits or half a pint of beer.
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Taking up exercise has 
many benefits, even  
for those who have  
been inactive for years. 
Regular exercise helps  
to strengthen muscles  
and may improve balance, 
stamina and suppleness 
at any age, as well as 
reducing joint pain. This  
all helps to reduce the 
risk of a fall.

Exercise 

People who are active 
in their later years 
are likely to lead more 
independent lives. 
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How much exercise should I do?
Exercise should be fun. Aim to stay within 
your own comfort level. Start slowly, 
and build up gradually to half an hour 
of physical activity on most days of the 
week. Exercising with a friend can help 
you both to stick to a plan.

Is exercise suitable for everyone?
Many people get such a fright when they 
fall that they stop going out. This may 
actually make matters worse. If you have 
had a fall, it is even more important that 
you stay active. The exercises on pages 
17–27 will improve your balance. 

What does staying active mean?
Just about any physical activity counts.  
Light gardening, housework and walking  
to the shops all help to keep you healthy  
and independent. To get the most out of  
your general activities, aim to walk more 
briskly or work slightly harder than usual.  
To reduce the risk of falls, you can do  
special exercises to improve your balance  
and strength. Many of these can be done 
at home: for some examples, see pages 
17–27. 





‘  I was in my garden bending down to pick  
up a watering can and I just went down. 
The next thing I knew I was sitting in my 
driveway with a broken hip.

 ‘  I was really afraid of falling afterwards, and I still am, but I try to stay active. I just do 
wee simple exercises around the home on and off through the day. It makes me feel 
that even though I’m eighty, I’m doing something towards getting better.’ 

 Helen McCulley, 80, Glasgow.
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Exercise classes
Whether you exercise in a group or on 
your own, staying active is important. 
Attending a supervised group gives  
you a chance to meet people. Exercise 
classes designed for older people are 
particularly beneficial as they target 
balance, strength and coordination, 
making it easier to get in and out of 
chairs, on and off buses and up from  
and down to the floor. 

Dorothy Dobson Developments runs 
classes throughout the country. To find 
your nearest group, call 01382 221953 or 
email dorothydobson60@hotmail.co.uk 



Tai Chi
Tai Chi is an ancient Chinese exercise 
which involves a series of slow, controlled 
and coordinated movements. Ask at your 
local authority library or fitness centre if 
there is a class aimed at your age group.

Dancing
Dancing is a great way to exercise  
and socialise. 

Swimming
Swimming is good for general strength 
and stamina, although it is also important 
to do weight-bearing exercises like brisk 
walking. Many swimming pools now have 
classes designed for adult beginners  
or those who want to regain confidence  
in the water. There may also be quiet 
times for lane swimming if you want to  
go at your own pace or fully supervised 
sessions if you prefer. Ask at your local 
swimming pool.
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The exercises described are also shown in the falls 
prevention video or DVD Taking Positive Steps.

Exercises in the home
 
There are many exercises 
you can do at home. To 
make sure you are doing 
them safely, clear a space  
and take the time to warm 
up and cool down.

Warm up
Warm up before you begin 
by taking a gentle walk 
around the room or on  
the spot and circling your 
shoulders a few times. 

Cool down
Finish as you began with 
gentle walking on the spot. 
Follow this with a full body 
stretch by lifting your arms 
towards the ceiling to 
refresh your muscles and 
lengthen the spine.

17
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Sit to stand
Getting into position
Sit tall at the front of the chair, your legs, 
knees and feet hip-width apart and feet 
facing forward with toes directly under 
your knees and your heels on the floor. 
Rest your hands lightly on the seat or arms 
of your chair. Lean forward slightly from 
the hips and tighten your tummy muscles.

The exercise
Prepare to stand after a count of three. 
Stand tall, look straight ahead and press 
down through your thighs and feet as  
you lift your body weight about an inch  
off the chair. Making sure the movement is 
controlled, lower yourself back to the start. 

As you progress, raise your body an extra 
inch at a time, until you can stand tall in 
one swift, controlled movement. Make 
sure you can feel the chair touching the 
back of your legs before you lower. Build 
up to eight repetitions, then do the exercise 
starting with your hands at your sides. 





20

Heel raises
Getting into position
Stand tall with good posture, facing a 
wall. Keep your feet and legs about one 
inch apart and your hands just in front  
of your body at about waist height and 
resting lightly on the wall for support. 
Tighten your tummy muscles and look 
straight ahead. 

The exercise
Keeping your weight evenly distributed 
between both feet, lift your heels and 
body up as far as possible by pushing up 
through the balls of your feet. Ensure that 

you keep your weight over the big toe 
and second toe and avoid rolling your 
weight out towards your little toe. 

Hold for a second, then lower your heels 
with control until they reach the floor 
before lifting up again. Repeat until your 
legs begin to tire, do one more and then 
walk on the spot to refresh the muscles. 
Build up gradually to a maximum of 10 
repetitions. Progress by standing side-on 
to the wall, placing one hand on the wall 
for support.
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Caution
If you have bunions or arthritis in  
the toe joints, and the exercise is 
uncomfortable, try it sitting down.  
Sit tall with a good posture, your 
legs, feet and knees hip-width apart. 
Lean forward slightly from the hips 
with your hands on your thighs and 
lift and lower your heels. 
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Toe raises
Getting into position
Stand tall with good posture, facing a wall 
or chair. Keep your feet and legs slightly 
apart and your hands just in front of your 
body at about waist height and resting 
lightly on the wall or chair for support. 
Tighten your tummy muscles and look 
straight ahead.

The exercise
Keeping your weight evenly distributed  
between both feet, lift your toes off the  
floor as far as possible. Ensure that you  
keep the big toes in line with the knees  

and avoid leaning backwards and sticking 
your bottom out. Stand tall throughout. 
Hold for a second, then lower your toes 
back to the floor, keeping the movement 
controlled. Rest and repeat. Build up 
gradually to 10 repetitions. Progress by 
standing side-on to the wall or chair as 
for heel raises (see page 20).
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Wall press
Getting into position
Stand tall, facing a wall with the palms of 
your hands on the wall at shoulder height 
and shoulder-width apart. Make sure your 
fingers are pointing upwards and your 
elbows are extended but not locked. Walk
your feet back two or three inches. Adjust 
your feet so they are hip-width apart and 
facing forward and your knees are slightly 
bent. Tighten your tummy muscles. 

The exercise
Bend your elbows and lower your body 
towards the wall. Press firmly against  
the wall to return to the start position. 
Keep your forehead facing the wall but  
do not let it, or your nose, touch the wall. 
Keep your tummy muscles tight and your 
body tall throughout. Repeat until the 
backs of your arms start to tire. Rest by 
circling your shoulders and wrists. As  
you improve, build up to a maximum of 
10 repetitions. 



Tandem walk
Getting into position
Stand side-on to a wall or chair 
and place your hand on the wall 
or chair for support. Relax your 
other arm by your side. Stand tall 
and tighten your tummy muscles.

26
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The exercise
Take a step with the foot that is nearest 
the wall or chair so that the heel is beside 
the toe of your other foot. Hold for a count 
of 10. Repeat with the other foot in front 
of you. Turn carefully to face the other 
direction and repeat the exercise. Progress 
by placing the foot directly in front of the 
other – heel to toe – so that your feet 
almost form a straight line. When you’ve 
mastered this, develop the steps into a 
continuous walking movement: take 10 
steps, bring your feet side by side, relax 
for a moment, march on the spot to turn 
yourself around slowly and repeat in the 
opposite direction.

Caution
If you feel a little unsteady on your feet, 
first try this exercise standing between 
two chairs with your hands on the backs 
of the chairs for support.

To progress
When completing the exercises and once 
is no longer a challenge – repeat all the 
exercises from the beginning.

Remember to cool down after you exercise.
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If you have had a bad fall which 
resulted in a stay in hospital, you 
may contact your social services 
or GP to find out if a home visit 
from an occupational therapist  
is possible. The therapist can 
give you advice on home safety, 
including lighting, grab rails  
and non-slip mats.

Home surroundings
If you have been in hospital  
after a recent fall or if you have 
bad eyesight, a home visit from 
an experienced OT to make 
suggestions about changing 
possible hazards in your home 
might be useful.

Creating a safer home
 
There are many simple 
changes that can be  
made to your home  
and garden to help you  
to avoid trips and falls.
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You may also want to consider  
the following guidelines for safety in  
the home.

• Remove or replace fraying carpets, and 
 fix rugs firmly.

•  Move telephones to a position where 
you have easy access. It may be a good 
idea to have a cordless telephone.

• Avoid trailing items such as flexes.

•  Keep everyday items handy in easy-to-
reach cupboards and drawers.

•  Make sure your lighting is adequate, 
and consider long-life light bulbs. Always 
switch on the lights when you go up or 
down the stairs, and avoid putting things 
on the stairs.

•  Keep garden paths and steps well 
maintained and clear of plants and 
moss. If the ground is wet, use salt  
or sand on the steps. 
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The first thing to remember 
is not to panic. Although 
you may feel shocked, try 
to stay calm and assess 
the situation.

If you think you may be 
hurt or are unable to get 
up, follow the Rest and 
Wait Plan. If you are 
unhurt, follow the Up and 
About Plan (see page 32). 
Always see your GP after 
a fall, as it is important 
to find out the cause and 
take steps to reduce the 
chance of future falls.

What if I fall? 

No one wants to have a fall, 
but you can plan ahead in 
case you do have one. There 
are some basic points to 
remember for any fall.
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Rest and Wait Plan

1. Summon help
Use a pendant alarm if you have one, or 
try to attract your neighbour’s attention by 
banging on the wall or floor, or shouting. 
If you can, crawl to a telephone.

2. Move to a soft surface
You may have landed on a hard area like  
a kitchen or bathroom floor – try to move 
to a carpeted area to prevent damage to 
your skin from the hard surface. You are 
also likely to be warmer on a soft surface. 

3. Keep warm
Try to reach for a duvet cover, blanket or 
clothing which is nearby in order to keep

yourself warm while you wait for help to 
arrive. If you can, move out of draughty 
areas.

4. Keep moving
If you lie in one position for too long you 
may become stiff, sore and cold. Try to 
rock gently from side to side, although if 
you have hurt yourself keep the injured 
area still. Keep moving to stay focused 
until help comes. 

Remember, do not try to get up if you 
suspect you are hurt as you may do more 
damage.
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Up and About Plan

1.  If you are uninjured roll onto hands and 
knees, and move towards some fixed 
furniture like a chair.

2.  Place your hands on the chair and 
place one foot flat on the floor with 
your knee bent and coming towards 
your tummy.

3.  Lean forward, transferring your weight 
on to your arms. Count to three and 
then push with your legs, feet and 
hands, until you are standing upright 
with your weight on both feet.

4.  Turn around and sit down carefully on  
the support. Rest here until you feel  
ready to stand.

5. Remember to call your GP.

If you can, practise this technique with a 
physiotherapist or occupational therapist.



If you are with somebody  
and they fall, stay calm and 
assess the situation. Take 
care in assisting them or you 
may hurt yourself or put them 
at risk. If they are able, help 
them to get up by talking 
them through the Up and 
About Plan.  

If they are unable to get up, 
call for more help from a 
neighbour, the police or the 
ambulance service.



Age Concern Scotland
Causewayside House
160 Causewayside
Edinburgh EH9 1PR
Tel: 0845 833 0200
Fax: 0845 833 0759
Email: enquiries@acscot.org.uk
www.ageconcernscotland.org.uk

Arthritis Care
Unit 25a
Anniesland Business Park
Glasgow G13 1EU
Tel: 0141 954 7776
Free confidential helpline: 0808 800 4050
Fax: 0141 954 6171
Email: scotland@arthritiscare.org.uk
www.arthritiscare.org.uk/scotland
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Where do I 
get support?
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Department for Business Enterprise  
& Regulatory Reform (BERR)
Free information from the BERR order line.
Tel: 020 7215 5000

Fitness Scotland
Airthrey Castle
University of Stirling
Stirling FK9 4LA
Tel: 01786 466244
Fax: 01786 466246
Email: fitness@scottishgymnastics.org
www.fitness-scotland.com

NHS Health Scotland
Woodburn House
Canaan Lane
Edinburgh EH10 4SG
Tel: 0131 536 5500
Fax: 0131 536 5501
www.healthscotland.com

Help the Aged (Scotland)
11 Granton Square
Edinburgh EH5 1HX
Tel: 0131 551 6331
Fax: 0131 551 5415
Email: infoscot@helptheaged.org.uk
www.helptheaged.org.uk/adviceinfo
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National Osteoporosis Society
Camerton
Bath BA2 0PJ
General enquiries: 01761 471 771
Osteoporosis Helpline: 0845 450 0230  
9 am–5 pm, Mon–Fri
Email: info@nos.org.uk
www.nos.org.uk

Royal Society for the Prevention  
of Accidents (RoSPA) Scotland
Livingstone House
43 Discovery Terrace
Heriot-Watt University Research Park
Edinburgh EH14 4AP
Training and consultancy 
enquiries: 0131 449 9378
Home and road safety  
enquiries: 0131 449 9379
Fax: 0131 449 9380
Email: help@rospa.com
www.rospa.com

Leisure Departments
Refer to your local telephone directory 
under ‘Leisure’.



Local Health Promotion Departments
Please visit www.show.scot.nhs.uk for 
details of your local health promotion 
department or refer to your local 
telephone directory under ‘Health’.

Social Work
Refer to your local telephone  
directory under ‘Social Service  
& Welfare Organisations’.

Transport 
Your local transport company will  
be able to provide details of public  
transport routes and fare concessions. 
Statutory or voluntary bodies in your  
area may also provide free or  
subsidised transport services.

Voluntary Organisations
Refer to your local telephone  
directory under ‘Charitable &  
Voluntary’ for information about  
potential volunteer helpers.

To get this information in another 
language please contact your local  
NHS Board. 

Please contact your local Health Board 
health promotion department for details.
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