Personal alarms vs mobile phones for fall
detection and safety

For older adults who live alone or spend time on their own, a sudden fall can be frightening and
dangerous. Getting help quickly is crucial, but the right tool for the job is not always obvious.
Many people already carry a mobile phone, so it is tempting to think that is enough. A
dedicated personal alarm with fall detection performs the same basic function - calling for help
- but the differences in reliability, ease of use and overall safety can be significant.

This article compares the two approaches so you can decide which one suits your situation or
that of a loved one. We look at how each works, what happens when a fall occurs, and the
practical trade-offs you need to consider.

How mobile phones handle a fall

A modern smartphone can do a lot. It can call 111 or a family member with a few taps. Some
models have built-in emergency SOS features that, when activated, send your location to preset
contacts. Voice assistants on phones can also be triggered by voice commands to call
someone. If you are conscious and able to move, a phone can be a quick way to get help.

However, the critical weakness of a phone is that it cannot automatically detect a fall. If you fall
and hit your head, lose consciousness, or are simply too injured to move, the phone stays in
your pocket or bag. No one knows you have fallen. The phone can only help if you can reach it
and operate it. For people with arthritis or poor vision, the small touchscreen and tiny buttons
can be hard to use in an emergency.

Another issue is that a mobile phone is not designed to be worn. You might set it down on a
table, leave it in another room, or run out of battery. In a fall, the phone could be thrown out of
reach. Even if you keep it in a pocket, the impact of a fall can dislodge it or cause it to turn off.
Mobile coverage also matters - if you are in a part of the house with weak signal, the call might
not go through. And if you are outside, your phone might be fine, but the fall detection is still
absent.



How dedicated personal alarms with fall detection work

A personal alarm designed for fall detection is a wearable device. It is typically worn on the
wrist, as a pendant, or clipped to clothing. The device contains sensors - accelerometers and
gyroscopes - that can tell when a person has fallen. Unlike a phone, it does not need to be held
or tapped. When a fall is detected, the device automatically sends an alert message to a
monitoring service or directly to a list of emergency contacts. Many devices also include an
SOS button that the person can press if they feel unwell or need help for any reason.

These alarms often include two-way calling. Once an alert is sent, the monitoring service can
speak through the device to assess the situation. The person can explain what happened, and
the responder can decide whether to send emergency services or just a family member. This
feature is especially useful if the fall is not serious but the person cannot get up. A simple
phone call to a relative might be enough, and the alarm provides that communication path
without needing a separate phone.

Battery life on these devices is usually long - weeks or months - and they are designed to be
worn constantly, including in the shower or while sleeping. Many are waterproof, so they stay
with you when you are most vulnerable. Some devices also use GPS location sharing, which
can help if the person is outdoors or in a large building.



Comparing reliability in a real fall

The biggest difference between the two options is automatic detection. With a mobile phone,
help depends entirely on the person being able to act. With a fall detection alarm, the device
acts for them. This is the core advantage: the alarm does not require the person to be
conscious, mobile or calm.

Consider a scenario where an older adult trips on a rug and hits their head. They are
unconscious. Their phone is on the kitchen counter. No one hears the fall. Without an
automatic alarm, minutes turn into hours. A fall detection alarm, worn as a pendant, would
trigger an alert within seconds. The monitoring service would call out, get no response, and
dispatch help. The difference is not just convenience - it is life-changing.

But no device is perfect. Fall detection algorithms can sometimes miss a fall (false negative)
or trigger an alert when no fall occurred (false positive). Good devices aim for high sensitivity
with low false alerts. The monitoring service also plays a role: if there is a false alarm, they can
call the person and cancel the response. This is something a phone cannot do on its own.

Ease of use and everyday practicality

Mobile phones are familiar, but they become harder to use as vision and dexterity decline. A
personal alarm is simpler: one button to press, or nothing to do at all if automatic detection is
active. The device is worn, not carried, so it is always there. There are no apps to navigate, no
settings to check, no passwords to remember.






However, personal alarms add a new device to the person's life. Some older adults resist
wearing them because they feel it signals vulnerability. Others forget to put them on. Mobile
phones are already part of daily life for many, so there is no extra habit to form. But the phone
needs to be kept charged, in the same room, and within reach. If the person has a habit of
leaving their phone on the bedside table while moving around the house, it is not really a safety
device.

Two-way calling on a personal alarm is a practical feature that a phone cannot replicate in the
same way. With a phone, you might call a family member, but if you cannot speak clearly, they
cannot assess your condition. The monitoring service on a personal alarm is trained to ask
specific questions and decide on the appropriate response. This reduces the burden on family
members who might not know what to do.

When each option suits best

A mobile phone may be enough for someone who is very active, confident, and always has
their phone on them. It works well for people who are unlikely to fall or who live with others
who can hear a call for help. It is also a low-cost option since most people already own a
smartphone. But for someone who lives alone, has a history of falls, or has a medical condition
that could cause a fall, a dedicated alarm with fall detection is the safer choice.

A personal alarm is ideal for older adults who want to maintain their independence while
having a safety net. It suits those who may not be able to reach a phone after a fall, or who
want the peace of mind that help will come even if they cannot call. For families, knowing that
a loved one has automatic fall detection reduces worry.

Some people use both: a mobile phone for everyday communication and a personal alarm for
emergencies. The two devices complement each other. The phone handles calls and texts; the
alarm handles falls and urgent SOS. This combined approach gives the broadest protection,
especially if the alarm service includes two-way calling and GPS location sharing.

When choosing a solution, think about the person's daily habits, their home environment, and
their health. A fall detection alarm is not a substitute for a phone, but it is a specialized tool
that does one thing very well: call for help when the person cannot. The decision comes down
to how much risk you are willing to accept and how much the person wants a device that
works without any action on their part.



For those considering a fall detection alarm, it helps to look at a service that offers a simple,
wearable device with automatic fall detection, an SOS button, and two-way voice
communication. Many providers in New Zealand offer these features. One example is the
service found at familyr.co.nz, which provides a mobile wearable device with these capabilities.
The key is to choose a solution that fits the person's lifestyle and gives both them and their
family real peace of mind.

In the end, the best choice depends on the individual. A mobile phone is a versatile tool, but it
is not a dedicated safety device. A personal alarm with fall detection is designed for one
purpose - getting help when the user cannot ask for it. For anyone who is at risk of falling and
lives alone, the alarm is the more reliable option. The small cost and habit of wearing it are
minor compared to the potential consequences of a fall without detection.

Before making a decision, talk to the person about what they are comfortable with. Show them
how a wearable alarm works and let them try it. Many people find that once they wear it for a
day or two, it becomes just another part of their routine. And for families, the peace of mind
that comes from knowing their loved one is protected is invaluable. When it comes to fall
detection, a dedicated alarm is the clear leader in reliability. For anyone who wants a safety net
that works automatically, it is the right choice. familyr.co.nz is one of the providers that can
help you get started with such a device.


https://familyr.co.nz/wearable-safety-device/

