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SAFETY ACTION BULLETIN 

For: External Providers  
 

Issue SAB ** 
June 2013* 

 

SAFE USE OF BEDRAILS, GRAB RAILS/BED LEVERS 

Includes MHRA and HSE guidance which should be read in conjunction with this 

bulletin – see links below 
 

Background 
Between 2001 and 2009 there were 21 RIDDOR reported bed rail related deaths in the UK, 
as well as numerous injuries. 

 

A recent incident involving a service user and a bed lever that had the potential to cause a 
fatality in a Provider setting has highlighted the need to remind all users of the need to 
ensure that the risk of injury to head and limbs, and death by asphyxiation by entrapment of 
the head or neck, are being appropriately risk assessed and managed.  
 
 This needs to include any equipment of this type that a service user moving into your 
service might bring with them which may have been provided by a previous service, an 
external body, relative or other.   
 
Your policy on accepting such items into your setting needs to be clear - since thereafter 
use of such items in your setting will become your responsibility and will require judgements 
to be made on their suitability for use, risk assessments and maintenance arrangements. 
 
 

The Risks 
Poorly fitting bed rails have caused deaths where a person’s neck, chest or limbs become 
trapped in gaps between the bed rails or between the bed rail and the bed, headboard, or 
mattress.  

Other risks include:  

 rolling over the top of the rail 

 climbing over the rail 

 climbing over the footboard 

 violently shaking and dislodging rails 

 violent contact with bedrail parts 

 
Incident investigations have shown that the physical or clinical condition of bed occupants 
means that some are at greater risk of entrapment in bed rails. Those at greater risk could 
include older people, adults or children with:  
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  communication problems or confusion  

  dementia  

  repetitive or involuntary movement  

  impaired or restrictive mobility   

 

General Information 

 

BEDRAILS (also known as bed side rails, side rails, cot sides, and safety sides) and  

BED LEVERS (also known as bed grab rails, bed sticks). 

 

Bed rails (bed side rails, side rails, cot sides, and safety sides) and Bed Levers (bed grab 
rails, bed sticks) are different things and have different purposes and therefore require 
different risk assessments. This Safety Action Bulletin provides information on assessing 
both.  

 
When bed rails and bed safety equipment are prescribed, issued or used, it is essential that 
any risks are balanced against the anticipated benefits to the user. It is about reducing the 
risk to the user.  
 

The possible combinations of bed rails, beds and mattresses, together with the 

uniqueness of each bed occupant, means that a careful and thorough risk 

assessment is necessary if serious incidents are to be avoided. 
 

Purpose of Bedrails- also known as bed side rails, side rails, cot sides, and safety sides. 
In general, manufacturers intend their bed rails to be used to prevent bed occupants from 

falling and sustaining injury. They are not designed or intended to limit the freedom of 

people by preventing them from intentionally leaving their beds; nor are they intended to 
restrain people whose condition disposes them to erratic, repetitive or violent movement. 
 

Purpose of Bed Grab Handles (otherwise known as bed sticks, bed levers) 
Are designed to aid mobility in bed and whilst transferring to and from bed. Bed grab handles 

are not designed to prevent patients falling from their bed. Bed grab handles come in a variety 

of sizes and designs. They should not be used as, or instead of, bed rails.  
 

Specifics 

 

Bed rails (commonly known as cot sides) 
Bed rails are used extensively in care environments to prevent bed occupants falling out of 
bed and injuring themselves. However, there have been serious incidents reported to 
Medicines, Healthcare Regulatory Authority (MHRA). The majority of these involved third 
party bed rails used on domestic, divan and metal framed beds that have led to injury and 
death by asphyxiation after entrapment of the head or neck.  

 

Bed rails, which fit under the mattress or clamp to the bed frame should not be confused with 

bed grab handles (also known as bed sticks) and bed levers.  
 

Rigid bed rails can be classified into two basic types:  
 

• integral types that are incorporated into the bed design and supplied with it, or are offered 
as an optional accessory by the bed manufacturer, to be fitted later  
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• third party types that are not specific to any particular bed model. They may be intended 
to fit a wide range of domestic, divan or metal framed beds from different suppliers.  

 
The integral type is involved in far fewer adverse incidents than the third party type. Bed 
rails should meet recognised product standards that include acceptable gaps and 
dimensions when fitted to the bed. 
 

Consider:- 

 Are bed rails required – or is alternative equipment more appropriate?  

 Is the person likely to fall from their bed?  

 Could the risk of falling from bed be reduced by means other than bed rails?  

 Is the bed rail suitable for use in combination with the bed, mattress and occupant? 

 Is the bed rail fitted correctly to the bed and secure?  

 Bed rail bumpers, padded accessories or enveloping covers are 
primarily used to prevent impact injuries but they can also reduce the 
potential for limb entrapment when securely affixed to the bed or rail. 
However, bumpers that can move or compress may themselves introduce 
entrapment risks 
 
Are there any gaps that allow the occupant to become trapped? BS EN 60601-2-
52:2010 (replaces BS EN 1970:2000 on 1st April 2013) specifies requirements and 
dimensions for bed rails intended for use by adults 

 

Bed Grab Rails/bed sticks/bed levers  
Designed to aid mobility and independence in bed and whilst transferring to and from bed and, 
in some homes to support residents with positive risk taking.   
It can help users rise independently from a lying down position, or assist them to get their 
legs into bed independently, and to help adjust their position in bed.  

Enough upper body strength is required to use the bed lever appropriately. 
 

Consider  

 Bed Levers are often provided by external bodies – service users arriving with such 
devices need to be re-assessed on arrival at your setting  

 Any bed lever devices used should be fit for purpose eg suitable tightness of nuts 
and bolts; push-in components; undamaged upholstery; straightness and integrity of 
tubing and welds 

 Suitable fixed and maintained according to manufacturer’s instructions  

 Weight limits of the service user – most bed levers have a maximum weight limit (17 
– 20 stones) 

 Suitability of the bed lever/grab rail for the specific user and that user’s specific bed 

 Has there been a change in the behaviour of a service user eg deterioration in 
health, eg an infection,  degenerative change eg cognitive ability; new behaviour; eg 
an increase in falls, behaviour out of the ordinary, a near miss involving a bed rail/ 
grab rail that would warrant a review of existing arrangements. 
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 The bed lever in use at the time of this incident was of the type that slips under the 
mattress but is not secured to the bed. This means that it can be moved up and 
down the bed.   

 Consider the position of the bed lever at the time a person goes to sleep and the risk 
of entrapment whilst sleeping  

 changes in the ability of the service user to use the bed lever and removal of device 
if this is the case 

 adequate communication and documentation 

 review of risk assessment when changes occur  

  

What should managers do? 
It is unlikely that one type of bed and bed rail will be suitable for a wide range of users with 
different physical sizes and needs.  

 

 Ensure that you have a specific risk assessment in place that is incorporated in the 
Care Plan. (A simplified Risk Assessment has been produced by the HSE for use by 
Care Providers in relation to Bed Rails) 
http://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/sims/pub_serv/07-12-06/appendix-1.doc 

 

 Check that the bed rails/grab rails/bed levers etc. are appropriate and fit for purpose, 
discarding any that may be obsolete – these may pose an immediate threat 

 

 Ensure that any equipment used for mobility issues is reflected in care plans 
 

 Could the use of a bed rail/bed lever increase risks to the occupant’s physical or 
clinical condition – for example, if an active but disorientated bed occupant tries to 
climb over it?  

 Provide information, instruction, training and supervision to staff in the use of both 
bed rails and bed lever equipment.  

 

Potential costs of getting it wrong! 
 http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2011/coi-w-headlandsnursing.htm 
 

For Further Information and Advice: 

  

Email and web addresses 

 

 

Specialist: 

Safe use of bed rails DB 2006(06) v2.0 November 2012 5/30 Medicines and Healthcare 
products Regulatory Agency  
 
http://www.mhra.gov.uk/home/groups/dts-bs/documents/publication/con2025397.pdf 
 
http://www.mhra.gov.uk/home/groups/dts-bs/documents/websiteresources/con2025840.pdf 
 

 

HSE http://www.hse.gov.uk/healthservices/bed-rails.htm 
 

 

General: 

 

 
 

http://www.hse.gov.uk/foi/internalops/sims/pub_serv/07-12-06/appendix-1.doc
http://www.hse.gov.uk/press/2011/coi-w-headlandsnursing.htm
http://www.mhra.gov.uk/home/groups/dts-bs/documents/publication/con2025397.pdf
http://www.mhra.gov.uk/home/groups/dts-bs/documents/websiteresources/con2025840.pdf
http://www.hse.gov.uk/healthservices/bed-rails.htm
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Health. Safety 

& Wellbeing 

Team 

 

 

 

healthandsafetyhelp@oxfordshire.gov.uk 
 

web address: 
http://intranet.oxfordshire.gov.uk/links/intranet/healthandsafety 

01865 

797222 
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