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According to the National Safety Council, more 
than 7.9 million Americans were injured in a 
fall in 2007. Using orthotics and prostheses 
can increase the risk for falls if patients aren’t 
taught to use them correctly and to keep their 
environment safe. Patients have been injured 
during orthotic and prosthetic fittings as a 
result of poorly constructed devices, malfunc-
tioning parts, and orthotics and prostheses that 
were inadequately fitted. Here are some tips for 
reducing risk for your patients.

Assess for risk factors
Determine if your patient is at risk for a fall. 
Risk factors include weakness, a prior fall, 
poor vision, dizziness or vertigo, postural 
hypotension, problems with gait or balance, 
arthritis, and cognitive deficiencies. Diuretic, 
anti-arrhythmic, and psychotropic drugs can 
also contribute to falls. Ask your patients if they 
have any of these risk factors before you begin 
a fitting. Assess the device for structural safety 
and make sure the manufacturer’s guidelines 
are followed. If the device malfunctions before 
or during a fitting, document the problem im-
mediately and alert the manufacturer. 

Supervise your patients closely while they’re 
at your facility. Don’t leave patients alone, even 
for less than a minute, when they’re trying on 
a device. The patient should be in immediate 
contact with the parallel bars during the initial 
trial with a new device or following an adjust-
ment of an existing device. Because patients are 
unfamiliar with the devices, a fall or injury can 
happen in a matter of seconds.   

Have a program in place at your business to 
prevent slips and falls. Use a safety checklist 
(see Safety checklist for your business), and 
make improvements as needed. Your plan 
should include routine inspections and policies 
on what should be done if a patient falls during 

a fitting. Keep accurate records of your preven-
tion steps and have sufficient general liability 
insurance coverage in case a patient falls.

Provide education
Education is key to avoid slips and falls, espe-
cially as patients grow accustomed to their or-
thotics and prostheses. Make sure you provide 
adequate training while fitting their devices and 
that they feel comfortable and stable with them 
before they leave your facility. Give patients 
brochures, videos, or other teaching aids they 
can take home that can help them understand 
their devices and use them correctly. Provide 
detailed instructions on how to avoid slips 
and falls depending on the device used (for 
example, what surfaces to avoid when using 

a prosthetic leg; what a properly fitting ankle 
brace should feel like). Advise them to call your 
facility immediately if they have any problems 
with the device once they return home. 

Patients should return periodically for align-
ment of their orthotics and prostheses as their 
walking improves. Document in the patient’s 
medical record the date of the instruction and 
the specific instructions given. Provide adjust-
ments and additional educational materials if 
needed. Document all problems or malfunc-
tions seen with the device. 

If a patient falls…
Despite your best efforts, patients may fall. 
Tell patients that if they fall to try to relax and 
“roll” with the fall instead of keeping their body 
stiff. Your follow up should include:
• Assess for—and treat—any injuries. Check 
the patient’s vital signs and look for bruising, 
and any neurologic problems.
• Determine the cause of the fall. Did the 
patient not understand how to correctly use 
the orthotic or prosthesis? Was there a problem 
with the device itself?
• Prevent recurrence. Depending on the cause, 
take action to avoid another fall. You might 
provide additional safety instruction in how to 
walk on gravel using a prosthesis, for example. 
Let patients know who to contact if their device 
malfunctions. 

Remember to document your actions in the 
patient’s medical record.

Protect your patients
Keep your patients from injuring themselves 
using a new orthotic or prosthetic through 
careful assessment, effective education, and 
quick response if they do fall. 
Cindy Saver, MS, RN, President, CLS Development, 
Columbia, Maryland

Keeping patients safe: Prevent falls
Safety checklist  
for your business

Exterior
• �Is the parking lot paved and free of potholes?
• Are there handicapped parking signs?
• �Are sidewalks even and free from cracks?
• Is there standing water after a rainstorm? 
• Is lighting sufficient?
• �Are pedestrian pathways and parking dividers 

clearly marked?
• Do stairs have handrails?
• �Do you have a plan for ice and snow removal? 
• �Do you have mats outside your door to 

encourage removal of snow or ice before 
people enter the building?

Interior
• �Is lighting sufficient throughout the building, 

including stairwells?
• Do stairs have handrails?
• Are stairs covered with anti-slip material?
• �Are floors even and free of slippery sealants 

or waxes? 
• Are carpets firmly in place?

Lack of a good fit is a common rea-
son people change orthotic and pros-
thetic (O&P) practitioners. A 2009
survey found people switched pros-
thetists on average 2.71 times, and
dissatisfaction with the fit and/or
function of the prosthesis was the
cause 62% of the time. In addition,
poor fit can cause poor posture, skin
breakdown, and impaired mobility.

In some cases, dissatisfaction evolves
into something more serious—some-
one files a lawsuit. Here’s how you can pro-
tect yourself when a fitting goes wrong.

Communicating and assessing
Listening is the most important part of
resolving fit issues, but can also be the
most difficult. It’s hard to listen when
someone is complaining or perhaps accus-
ing you of not doing your job properly.
Keep in mind that a poor fit is distressing
both physically and emotionally for the
patient.  Listen to what the patient has to
say, and ask open-ended questions such as,
“When does the pain occur?” You may
learn that the patient didn’t understand
previous instructions and isn’t using the
device correctly.

Next, conduct a careful physical assess-
ment, particularly the condition of the
skin, and check the orthotic or prosthetic
device for proper working order and inap-
propriate wear of components.

Now, use the information you’ve gath-
ered to pinpoint the problem. If necessary,
consult resources such as other O&P prac-
titioners, physicians, or surgeons. Make
referrals as needed. Develop a plan to
address the problem, review it with the
patient, and document the plan. 

Responding to a lawsuit
What should you do if the worst occurs,
and you’re named in a lawsuit? First, keep
calm. Then notify your malpractice insur-
ance carrier of the legal action. 

Review your past documentation to
refresh your memory about the situation.
Even though it might be tempting to add
clarifying information, do not alter patient
records. 

Your insurance carrier may ask you to
provide written documentation about the
nature of the complaint and what occurred
leading up to it. If you kept any informal
notes about the patient, be aware that you
may need to turn them over and they can
be used against you in the lawsuit.

Finally, don’t discuss the lawsuit with
anyone except your insurance carrier and
attorney. 

Preventing a problem
Although legal action may not be success-
ful, it still causes both you and the plaintiff
(the person who files the lawsuit) distress.
Follow these tips to help avoid problems
with fitting and to ensure the patient is sat-
isfied—satisfied patients are less likely to
file lawsuits. 

Take a team approach. Tap into others’
expertise. Resources include surgeons,
occupational and physical therapists, social
workers, case managers, and other pros-
thetists. Use phone and e-mail to help
improve collaboration across distances.

Manage expectations. Don’t rush when
presenting possible orthotic or prosthetic
options, so clients have time to understand
the information. A lack of understanding
can lead to dissatisfaction with the fit. Help
patients understand choosing (and fitting)
the right O&P depends on weighing con-
siderations such as functional needs, physi-
cal condition, and reimbursement. 

Develop a quality program. Document
problems that occur to identify trends. Use
preprinted forms to ensure consistency of
information. Identify one person to review
and follow up on all reports.

Follow established standards of care. Adhere
to guidelines and best practices. In a law-
suit, your actions will be compared to pro-
fessional standards. Document your activi-
ties in the health record.

Identify financial constraints. For example,
some insurance companies pay for only
one prosthesis, so the patient might refuse
to change a prosthesis even when neces-
sary, which can lead to problems from the
original fit. 

Protect yourself
To protect yourself from issues with fitting,
follow the prevention tips, keep your
insurance coverage current, and respond
appropriately when there’s a problem. If
you’re a business owner, be sure you have
the proper level of coverage.

Cynthia Saver, MS, RN, President, CLS Development,
Columbia, Maryland

When the prosthesis doesn’t fit
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The Aon Orthotics & 
Prosthetics insurance 
program strives to 
provide you with the 
best insurance solu-
tions and service—and 
now provides you 
with risk management 
information tailored to 
meet your needs as an 
O&P business owner. 
We are proud to bring 
our expertise, market 
knowledge, and unpar-
alleled client services 
abilities to you—our 
valued O&P client.

Aon O&P Risk Advisor is intended to inform Affinity Insurance Services, Inc. customers of potential liability in their practice. It reflects general principles only. It is not intended to offer legal advice or to establish appropriate or acceptable 
standards of professional conduct. Readers should consult with a lawyer if they have specific concerns. Neither Affinity Insurance Services, Inc., nor Chartis Inc., nor Aon O&P Risk Advisor assumes any liability for how this information is 
applied in practice or for the accuracy of this information. Aon O&P Risk Advisor is published by Affinity Insurance Services, Inc., with headquarters at 159 E. County Line Road, Hatboro, PA 19040-1218. Phone: (215) 773-4600. ©2010 
Affinity Insurance Services, Inc. All world rights reserved. Reproduction without permission is prohibited.

Visit us at www.insurance4op.com

Many O&P practitioners enter the profession 
because they’re passionate about improving the 
quality of life for people with limb challenges. 
Often, business owners need to shift their focus 
to marketing, finding patients, and referral 
sources. Marketing is incredibly important and 
can be successful in helping a business grow. 
Let your passion for the industry come through 
in your marketing message and it won’t be 
overlooked.

Referrals. When targeting physicians for 
referrals, keep in mind that you may not actu-
ally get to speak to the physician but instead to 
an office manager who plays a key role in the 
decision-making process. Determine what sets 
you apart from the competition and uncover 
the needs of your prospective referral sources 
to see how you can improve the services they’re 
currently receiving.

In-services. Educational in-services are an-
other great way to branch out a business. This 

is an opportunity for business owners to get to 
know potential referral sources, spread aware-
ness, and showcase your expert knowledge. 
Distribute materials such as brochures and 
patient education pamphlets to leave a lasting 
effect.

Testimonials. Don’t underestimate the ben-
efits of outstanding work—patient testimonials 
can be a large part of your success. Patients 
are glad to pass along your information if they 
feel they have received exceptional service. 
Everyone you treat is another referral source. 
The most effective salesperson is a satisfied 
customer.

Your Community. Getting involved within 
the community is another great way to market 
your services. In addition to recreational 
marketing within local communities, busi-
ness owners should become members of the 
Chamber of Commerce and network with 
other business owners within the community. 

Promote new office locations, new employees, 
new services and products, and awards your 
business might have received. A referral source 
might not realize all of your capabilities.

Your Website. Websites are great portals 
into your business without ever leaving home. 
Patients and physicians seeking specific infor-
mation are likely to turn to your website before 
calling directly. Enlist the help of someone 
more experienced who can help you with the 
design as well as help with what keywords are 
most commonly searched to help potential 
patients or their physicians to come across your 
page.

Letting your passion for the industry come 
through in your marketing message is the key 
to your success when it comes to marketing, 
finding patients, and referral sources. Keeping 
active, choosing a variety of marketing activities 
and being an expert in your field will help your 
O&P business continue to grow.

Leaving your mark 
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