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A falling risk in Camden
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In Camden, America’s second-most violent city,
assaults make headlines. But another serious
injury in the city of 79,000 is sending hundreds
of Camden residents to the hospital every year,
racking up millions in medical charges and, in
some cases, shortening lives: falls.

Falls – down steep stairways, on cracked
pavement, in slippery bathrooms – are the No.
1 cause of injury-related hospital visits for
Camden residents, according to a recent
analysis by the data nonprofit CamConnect.
From 2002 to 2009, Camden residents made
more than 17,000 trips to the hospital for fall-
related injuries. That’s nearly double the
number of hospital visits during the same
period for injuries sustained from assaults.

Falls aren’t just a Camden problem. Nationally,
one in three seniors falls every year and falls
are the leading cause of injury death for people
65 and older, according to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. The costs are
staggering. In 2000, direct medical costs of falls
totaled more than $19 billion, said the CDC,
which is encouraging groups to create
programs nationwide.

Hospitals from Virtua in South Jersey to Holy
Redeemer Health System in Meadowbrook have
efforts to help prevent falls as does Bayada
Nurses, a home health agency. Chester and
Montgomery Counties both have state-funded
fall prevention efforts.

But Camden providers are armed with detailed
data on falls, including citywide statistics that
many other regions don’t have. And local providers, including the city’s biggest hospital, are using
the knowledge to battle against falls – and their costs. “It’s not only identifying risk factors for
[people who have fallen],” said Kathleen Devine, Cooper University Hospital’s senior director for
emergency and trauma services. “It’s actually connecting them to resources in the community.”

Most falls in older adults are caused by a combination of inherent risk factors – poor balance and
gait, medication side effects, limited vision – and environmental factors, such as a wet floor or an
unsecured throw rug, said Roberta Newton, a noted fall expert and a physical therapy professor
at Temple University. “Most often, it’s when the older adult performs the routine activities of daily
living” that falls occur, she said.

That was the case for Vera Jenkins, an 82-year-old lifelong Camden resident, who decided she’d
skip the five-block drive from her home to the Macedonia AME Church one Sunday last October.
“That was just one day I decided to walk,” she said, “because it was such a beautiful morning.”

Jenkins fell on the walk to church, likely tripping over a break in the sidewalk. She didn’t feel hurt
and her glasses hadn’t even fallen off, so she continued on. But after Jenkins saw that her top lip
had swollen up to her nose, she went to Cooper. She was treated for bruising and now wears a
brace to strengthen her right leg.

But what might be worse than the ongoing physical pain is the mental trauma: Jenkins is afraid to
fall again. “After it happened, I’m walking like a baby,” she said. “No matter where I’m walking
outside, I really pay attention.” She hasn’t walked to church since her fall. During the winter,
Jenkins skipped church and her job as a school monitor to avoid the slippery snow and ice. She
sometimes walks in the street to avoid uneven sidewalks. “I think you will find most seniors are
afraid of falling,” Jenkins said, “because there is so much damage that can be done.”

Falls are the leading cause of fractures in older adults and of traumatic brain injuries, according to
the CDC, and fall-related injuries can increase the risk of early death. But along with physical
problems, falls can also cause emotional disruptions. Like Jenkins, many first-time fall victims are
afraid of falling again, said Mary Lachant, a Cooper trauma research coordinator. “It’s like a
vicious cycle,” she said, resulting in the person limiting physical activity due to fear of another fall.
But a sedentary lifestyle actually weakens the patient, making them more likely to fall again.




