Why a medical alarm for seniors is more than just
a push-button device

Understanding what a medical alarm for seniors really does

When people hear the phrase "medical alarm for seniors," they often picture a simple pendant
that calls for help after a fall. That image is not wrong, but it is incomplete. Over the past
decade, these devices have evolved into sophisticated personal emergency response systems
that combine fall detection, GPS tracking, and caregiver alerts into one waterproof pendant
worn around the neck or wrist. For families in New Zealand, the shift from a basic call button to
a connected safety net has changed how elderly care is managed at home.

| have seen this firsthand. A few years ago, my own grandmother insisted she did not need any
help. She was an active senior who still walked to the local shops every morning. But after a
minor slip on the wet pavement, she ended up lying on the ground for nearly an hour before a
neighbour heard her calls. That incident pushed our family to look for something more reliable
than a phone or a neighbour's knock. What we found was a device that did far more than just
summon an ambulance.

How fall detection and GPS tracking work together

The real value of a modern medical alarm for seniors lies in its ability to detect a fall
automatically and send a caregiver alert even if the wearer cannot press the SOS button. This
is crucial because after a fall, a person may be unconscious, in shock, or unable to reach the
pendant. With built-in fall detection, the device recognises the sudden impact and change in

orientation, then triggers an alert to an emergency response centre or directly to family
members via a mobile app.

GPS tracking adds another layer of security. If a senior with memory loss wanders away from
home, the device can pinpoint their location and share it with caregivers. This is especially
important in New Zealand, where rural properties and large sections can make a search
difficult. | recall a story from a neighbour whose father, who lived alone on a lifestyle block, got
confused while checking the fence line and ended up in a paddock a kilometre away. The GPS
on his pendant allowed his daughter to find him within minutes.


https://familyr.co.nz/

The push-button alarm and the waterproof pendant

Even with automatic fall detection, the push-button alarm remains the most direct way to call
for help. The wearer simply presses the SOS button on the pendant, and the device connects
them to a trained operator at an emergency response centre. In many systems, two-way voice
lets the operator speak through the pendant to assess the situation. They can ask if the person
needs an ambulance, a family member, or just reassurance. This reduces unnecessary call-
outs while ensuring that genuine emergencies are prioritised.

The pendant itself is designed to be worn all day. It is a waterproof pendant, so it can be worn
in the shower or while washing dishes. Falls in the bathroom are among the most common and
dangerous for seniors, and having a device that works in wet conditions is non-negotiable.



Many pendants also have a long battery backup, so even if the power goes out, the device
continues to function. One less thing for an older person to worry about.

Who monitors the alerts: UCC, St John, and family

Different services handle the monitoring in different ways. Some systems use a dedicated UCC
(usually meaning a central monitoring station) staffed by trained operators. Others partner with
organisations like St John, which has a strong presence in New Zealand and can coordinate
ambulance dispatch. But increasingly, families want to be in the loop themselves. A mobile app
allows designated caregivers to receive an alert the moment the pendant is activated, along
with the wearer's location and a short audio clip if two-way voice is available.

This blend of professional monitoring and family oversight gives peace of mind without
removing the senior's independence. They are not being watched constantly, but help is always
a button press away. For someone living alone or spending time alone while a partner works,
this balance is everything.

Beyond seniors: lone workers and rest homes

Although the focus is often on elderly care, the same personal emergency response system
works well for a lone worker on a farm, a tradesperson on a remote site, or someone with a
medical condition that makes them prone to seizures. The device does not care about age; it
cares about risk. In New Zealand, we have a large agricultural workforce, and many of those
workers spend hours alone in paddocks or sheds. A fall or a medical event in isolation can be
fatal. A pendant with GPS tracking and fall detection is not just for the elderly.



Rest homes and assisted living facilities also use these systems, but the units there are often
different from the ones used in private homes. In a rest home, the pendant may connect to a
central nursing station rather than an external emergency response centre. For a person living
independently at home, the direct link to a monitoring centre or family member is more
appropriate. The technology adapts to the setting.

Gait analysis and what comes next

One emerging feature that | find particularly interesting is gait analysis. By tracking how a
person walks over time, the device can detect subtle changes that may indicate a declining
health condition, such as a higher risk of falling. This is not widely available yet, but it points to



a future where the medical alarm becomes a proactive health tool rather than just a reactive
safety net. Instead of waiting for a fall to happen, the system could alert the family or a
physiotherapist that something is changing. That shift from reactive to preventive is where the
real potential lies.

Of course, no device replaces human care and common sense. A pendant will not stop a fall
from happening, and it cannot prevent every injury. But it can dramatically reduce the time
between a fall and the arrival of help. In an emergency, minutes matter. For a hip fracture or a
head injury, a delay of an hour can turn a treatable injury into a life-threatening one. The simple
act of wearing a waterproof pendant with a reliable battery backup can be the difference
between a quick recovery and a prolonged hospital stay.

Choosing the right system for your family

If you are looking into a medical alarm for seniors, here are a few practical things to consider:

e Does the device include automatic fall detection, or do you have to press the button
yourself? Automatic detection is strongly recommended for anyone who lives alone.

¢ |s the pendant waterproof? Bathroom falls are common, and the device must work in
wet conditions.



e How is the alert monitored? Is there a professional emergency response centre like
UCC or St John, or does the alert go directly to family via a mobile app? Some
systems offer both.

¢ Does the pendant have GPS tracking? If the person is active and goes out alone, GPS
is invaluable.

e What is the battery backup? Look for a device that can run for at least 24 hours
without mains power.

In New Zealand, Familyr is one provider that combines these features into a single system.
Their pendants include fall detection, GPS tracking, and two-way voice, and they connect to
both a professional monitoring centre and a family caregiver app. That kind of setup covers the
bases without overwhelming the user with complexity.

At the end of the day, a personal emergency response system is not about taking away a
senior's independence. It is about giving them the freedom to live on their own terms, with a
safety net that catches them if they stumble. And for the family, it means fewer sleepless
nights wondering if Mum or Dad is okay. That peace of mind is worth more than the cost of the

device.



