Home Safety Modifications Resource Guide

Aging at home safely is a top priority for many older adults and their families. In Western
Massachusetts—where older housing stock, steep exterior stairs, and harsh winter
conditions can increase fall risks—home modifications are an essential part of helping
older adults remain independent and confident.

This guide brings together practical home modifications, why each one matters, the
benefits, and local resources that can help Western Massachusetts residents install them
affordably.

Why Home Modifications Matter

e Falls are common. About 1 in 4 adults over age 65 falls each year, and more than
half of these falls happen at home.

e The impactis serious. Falls are the leading cause of injury-related hospital visits
among older adults and can lead to long-term disability or fear of falling again.

e The good news: Many falls are preventable with physical changes to the home
environment—often simple ones.

Home modifications help older adults:

¢ Stayindependent longer

Reduce fear of falling

Move more safely and confidently

Conserve energy

Maintain daily routines without overexertion

Avoid unnecessary institutional care

1. Improve Lighting Throughout the Home

Why it helps:
As we age, our eyes need significantly more light to distinguish steps, edges, and small



hazards. Good lighting prevents missteps, reduces nighttime falls, and improves visibility
indoors and outdoors.

Benefits:
o Easier navigation in hallways, stairs, and bathrooms
o Clearervisibility of edges, thresholds, and flooring transitions
¢ Reduced risk of nighttime falls on the way to the bathroom
o Safer outdoor walking in winter months
Effective Modifications:
o Install bright LED lighting in halls, stairwells, bathrooms, and entrances
e Add motion-sensor nightlights between the bedroom and bathroom
¢ Use motion-activated porch, walkway, and driveway lights
¢ Replace lamps with easy-to-reach switches or voice-controlled smart bulbs
¢ Increase lighting inside closets and storage areas
Local Resources for Lighting Upgrades:

¢ Electricians & Handyman Services Across Hampden & Hampshire Counties
(ask your local Council on Aging (COA) for vetted lists)

e Aging Tech Support Hours at local COAs or libraries (if available) for help setting up
smart bulbs or voice-activated devices

2. Install Handrails, Grab Bars, and Supportive Fixtures

Why it helps:
Sturdy handholds prevent loss of balance during transitions, on stairs, and in slippery areas
like bathrooms and outdoor steps.

Benefits:
¢ More stability navigating steps and uneven surfaces
¢ Reduced strain on knees, hips, and back

o Safertransfers in and out of the shower, tub, or bed



Increased confidence for older adults and caregivers

Recommended Modifications:

Grab bars in showers, tubs, and next to toilets

Handrails on both sides of indoor stairways

Exterior railings on entrances, porches, and staircases

Bed rails or bedside poles to assist with getting in and out of bed

Support poles (“SuperPoles”) for safe transfers in small spaces

Local Installation Resources:

Hampden/Hampshire County COAs often maintain lists of trusted installers

Grab bars installed by untrained individuals can be dangerous; professional installation is
highly recommended.

3. Reduce Slipping and Tripping Hazards Indoors

Why it helps:
Many falls are caused by clutter, loose rugs, uneven flooring, or items stored too high or too

low.

Benefits:

Safer navigation with canes or walkers
Reduced risk of tripping on hidden items
Less bending, reaching, and climbing

More accessible living areas for mobility devices

Key Modifications:

Remove throw rugs or secure with non-slip backing or double-sided tape
Repair uneven floorboards, loose tiles, or lifted carpet edges

Keep pathways wide (36" or more for walker/wheelchair use)

Rearrange furniture to create clear walking routes

Organize cords/cables against walls or under covers



e Store daily-use items within easy reach
Local Resources:

e Loan closets from many COAs or other community agencies offer raised toilet
seats, shower chairs, and other small safety items

e Local handyman services for small flooring repairs

4. Make Bathrooms Significantly Safer
Bathrooms are one of the highest-risk locations for falls.

Why modifications help:
Bathroom surfaces get slippery, and tasks often involve bending or turning—making falls
more likely.

Benefits:

o Safe bathing without fear of slipping

e Reduced strain during sitting/standing

¢ More comfortable, independent toileting

e Better support during washing and grooming
Recommended Modifications:

o Raised toilet seats for easier standing

o Grab bars beside toilets and inside showers

e Walk-in or roll-in showers with low/no threshold

¢ Shower chairs or benches for seated bathing

« Handheld showerheads for easier washing

¢ Non-slip mats inside tubs and on bathroom floors

For many homes in Western MA, switching from an old cast-iron tub to a walk-in shower is
the most impactful fall-prevention modification.

Local Resources:

e Louis & Clark Medical Supply (East Longmeadow, Springfield)



¢ Williams Medical Supply (Pittsfield)
¢ Contractors experienced in accessible bathroom remodels:
o AtoZHome Improvements (Chicopee)

o Local CAPS-certified contractors (ask your COA or ASAP)

5. Adapt Entrances and Improve Outdoor Safety—Especially in Winter

Outdoor areas are hazardous—not only due to steps and uneven surfaces, but also
because of Western Massachusetts winters.

Why outdoor modifications help:
Ice, snow, wet leaves, and uneven ground create dangerous conditions, even for very short
distances.

Benefits:
o Safe access to vehicles, mailboxes, and entrances
e Reduced risk of slipping onice or snow
e Better visibility at night
e Safer arrival for visitors and emergency responders
Priority Outdoor Modifications:
e Install sturdy railings on all exterior steps
e Add bright motion-activated lighting for walkways
¢ Use non-slip mats at entryways
o Keep walkways clear of hoses, gardening tools, or décor
¢ Leveluneven paths, pavers, or cracked driveways
e Apply ice melt, sand, or cat litter for traction during winter
e Setup regular snow removal services if shoveling is unsafe
Local Winter Safety Supports:

o Check with your city or town COAs or county Triad Program which often provide
free sand buckets for seniors



¢ Local landscaping companies offer snow removal plans

¢ Community Action Agencies & churches may have volunteer snow-shoveling
programs

6. Make Home Layout Changes to Reduce Daily Strain

Sometimes the safest step is reorganizing the home so essential activities happen on one
floor.

Why layout changes help:
Stairs, long distances between rooms, or frequent bending create unnecessary fall risks.

Benefits:
¢ Fewer trips up and down stairs
e Safer nighttime bathroom access
e Less physical effort throughout the day
¢ Improved mobility for wheelchair or walker users
Helpful Modifications:
o Convert a first-floor room into a bedroom
e Move laundry to the first floor or near the bathroom
e Widen doorways for smoother walker/wheelchair access
e Modify closets with lower rods and better lighting
¢ Rearrange furniture for wider walkways
e Add ramps or stairlifts where needed
Local Support:
e« Contractors familiar with accessibility modifications

e Home Modification Loan Program funding (details below)

7. Add Smart Home Features and Simple Technology Supports



Why they help:
Smart devices reduce the need to cross dark rooms, bend, or rush to answer a door.

Benefits:

Hands-free lighting control
Safer movement at night
Increased security and peace of mind

Ability for caregivers to monitor activity remotely

Smart Home Supports:

Voice-controlled lights and plugs
Smart thermostats

Video doorbells

Smart locks

Automated lighting schedules

Motion-detecting interior nightlights

Local Assistance:

Local electricians trained in smart home installation
Check with your local Council on Aging to see if they offer tech help

Library digital literacy programs

8. Local Western Massachusetts Aging & Disability Agencies

Your local Aging Services Access Point (ASAP) is often the best starting point. Many

ASAPs offer home safety assessments, options counseling, and help navigating programs
like the Massachusetts Home Modification Loan Program (HMLP).

Hampden & Hampshire Counties

Access Care Partners

(Formerly WestMass ElderCare)
¢ \WWebsite: accesscarepartners.org



¢ Phone: 413-538-9020
¢ Serves: Holyoke, Chicopee, South Hadley, Granby, Belchertown, Ware, Ludlow

Greater Springfield Senior Services (GSSSI)

¢ Website: gsssi.org

¢ Phone: 413-781-8800

¢ Serves: Springfield, Longmeadow, East Longmeadow, Wilbraham, Agawam, West
Springfield

Highland Valley Elder Services

¢ Website: hves.org

* 413-586-2000

¢ Serves: Northampton, Amherst, Easthampton, plus many hilltowns

Franklin County and the North Quabbin

LifePath
¢ Website: lifepathma.org
* Phone: 413-773-5555

Berkshire County

Elder Services of Berkshire County
*Website: esbci.org
e Phone: 413-499-0524

These agencies also connect older adults and their families with:
o Caregiver supports
e Inhome care and resources
e Equipment loan closets

¢ Fall-prevention courses

9. Occupational Therapists: The Key to Tailored Home Safety

An OT home evaluation can identify exactly what modifications a person nheeds—not just
what’s standard. Just keep in mind that OT services may require an authorization from your
physician.



Why OTs help:
They assess mobility, strength, balance, routines, and environment to recommend targeted
improvements.

OTs Can Recommend:
¢ Grab bar placement
e Idealtoilet height
¢ Best mobility equipment
¢ Ways to reorganize rooms safely
e How to reduce clutter and hazards
e Whether single-floor living would help
Local OT Resources:
e Visiting Nurse & Hospice of Western Mass
+ Baystate, Cooley Dickinson, and Holyoke Medical Center outpatient OT

o Private-pay OTs specializing in home modification evaluations

10. How to Choose a Contractor for Home Modifications
What to look for:
¢ Experience with accessibility/aging-in-place projects
¢ Proper MA licensing & insurance
¢ Knowledge of ADA principles and building code
e Willingness to collaborate with OTs on design
e Transparent written estimates & timelines
¢ References from past clients
Local Contractor Resources:
o COA & ASAP vetted contractor lists
e CAPS (Certified Aging-in-Place Specialist) directory

e RCAP Solutions (regional HMLP provider) can suggest HMLP-approved contractors



e Thumbtack.com or Angi.com

11. Funding Help: Massachusetts Home Modification Loan Program (HMLP)
One of the most helpful statewide resources for older adults needing modifications.
What HMLP Covers:

¢ Ramps

o Stairlifts/platform lifts

e Accessible bathrooms (walk-in showers, grab bars)

¢ Widened doorways

¢ Hardwired alert systems

o First-floor bedroom or bathroom conversions

¢ Other home modifications that support safe functioning
Benefits of the Program:

e 0% interest loans

¢ No monthly payments for most participants

¢ Repayment deferred until home is sold, transferred, or refinanced

e Loans generally up to $30,000-$50,000 depending on home type

Who Administers HMLP in Western MA:

RCAP Solutions

* Phone: 978-630-6771

¢ Website: mass.gov/home-modification-loan-program

They help with:

Eligibility screening

Application assistance

Contractor coordination

Project oversight



13. Medical Equipment Loan Closets & Local Stores
Loan Closets (free or low-cost): Available through many COAs.

Local Medical Supply Stores: These stores carry raised seats, walkers, grab bars, shower
chairs, and mobility aids.

How to Get Started: Step-by-Step

1. Callyour local ASAP for a home safety assessment.

N

Identify high-risk areas first—bathrooms, stairs, entrances, and winter walkways.
3. Consult an OT for personalized recommendations.

4. Get estimates from 2-3 contractors.

5. Apply for HMLP if cost is a barrier.

6. Plan for seasonal changes—Ilike lighting and snow removal.

Final Thoughts

Home modifications support independence, confidence, and safety for older adults across
Western Massachusetts. Whether it’s adding motion lighting, installing grab bars,
reorganizing closets, widening a doorway, or preparing a walkway for winter, each
improvement adds up to a safer home and a stronger sense of security.



