
What’s New in the Patient Safety World 

February 2018 

Global Sensory Impairment and Patient Safety 

 

 

For years, those of us who are neurologists have recognized the “multiple sensory deficit” 

syndrome as a major cause of impaired ambulation and falls. Many older patients have 

impairments of sensory function (such as vision, hearing, vestibular function, and 

proprioception) that individually are not severe enough to produce disability but 

collectively have an additive or synergistic effect that does result in disability. 

 

Geriatricians have now begun to take a broader look at a related concept, “global sensory 

impairment” (GSI), and its impact on overall health. Correia and colleagues assessed the 

5 classical primary sensations (vision, hearing, touch, taste, and smell) in community-

dwelling U.S. adults aged 57 to 85 (Correia 2016). They found that two-thirds of subjects 

had two or more sensory deficits, 27% had just one, and 6% had none. Seventy-four 

percent had impairment in taste, 70% in touch, 22% in smell, 20% in corrected vision, 

and 18% in corrected hearing. Older adults, men, African Americans, and Hispanics had 

greater multisensory impairment. 

 

Many of the same authors then evaluated global sensory impairment (GSI, an integrated 

measure of sensory dysfunction) as a predictor of physical function, cognition, overall 

health, and mortality (Pinto 2017). A national probability sample of 3,005 home-dwelling 

older U.S. adults was assessed at baseline (2005–06) and 5-year follow-up (2010–11) for 

gait speed, activity, disability, cognition, overall health, and 5-year mortality. A GSI 

score was calculated based upon assessment of those 5 classical sensory modalities (see 

the Pinto article for details of the score methodology). At baseline, older adults with 

worse GSI were slower on the Timed Up and Go test and had more activity of daily 

living deficits. Five years later, they were still slower, had more disabilities, were less 

active, had worse cognitive function, were more likely to have poorer overall health and 

lose weight, and have died. 

 

The authors note that GSI predicts many of the components of physical frailty included in 

three of the major, standard models (e.g., slow gait, weight loss, low activity). We’ve 

done numerous columns on the health consequences of frailty (see the list below). 

 

The authors also note that inclusion of additional clinical measures of sensory function 

(e.g., near and distance vision, audiometry) may well add to the usefulness of the GSI 

score. It is likely that the burden of sensory impairments was underestimated, and they 

felt that better precision in the measures would probably make the results more robust.  

 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.13955/full
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/jgs.15031/full


There are obvious potential clinical implications of these findings. First, the GSI score 

might serve as a “biomarker” for patients who are vulnerable to health deterioration. But, 

perhaps more importantly, they point out the need for future studies to determine whether 

interventions that improve sensory function (eg. eye glasses, hearing aids) can mitigate 

against that overall deterioration. However, we also need to keep in mind that sometimes 

there are unintended consequences. For example, several of our prior columns have noted 

paradoxical increases in falls after certain types of vision correction. 

 

 

 

Some of our prior columns on preoperative assessment and frailty: 

• March 31, 2009 “Screening Patients for Risk of Delirium” 

• January 26, 2010 “Preventing Postoperative Delirium” 

• June 2010 “The Frailty Index and Surgical Outcomes” 

• August 17, 2010 “Preoperative Consultation – Time to Change” 

• August 31, 2010 “Postoperative Delirium” 

• August 9, 2011 “Frailty and the Surgical Patient” 

• September 2011 “Modified HELP Helps Outcomes in Elderly Undergoing 

Abdominal Surgery”) 

• October 18, 2011 “High Risk Surgical Patients” 

• November 2011 “Timed Up-and-Go Test and Surgical Outcomes” 

• April 3, 2012 “New Risk for Postoperative Delirium: Obstructive Sleep Apnea” 

• August 7, 2012 “Cognition, Post-Op Delirium, and Post-Op Outcomes” 

• August 14, 2012 “Gait Speed: A New Vital Sign?” 

• September 25, 2012 “Preoperative Assessment for Geriatric Patients” 

• September 3, 2013 “Predicting Perioperative Complications: Slow and Simple” 

• November 2013 “Predicting Perioperative Complications: Even Simpler!” 

• June 2014 “Another Study Linking Frailty to Surgical Complications” 

• September 2, 2014 “Frailty and the Trauma Patient” 

• February 17, 2015 “Functional Impairment and Hospital Readmission, Surgical 

Outcomes” 

• June 2015 “Get a Grip on It!” 

• January 26, 2016 “More on Frailty and Surgical Morbidity and Mortality” 

• May 2016 “Guidelines for Perioperative Geriatric Care” 

• May 31, 2016 “More Frailty Measures That Predict Surgical Outcomes” 

• May 16, 2017 “Are Surgeons Finally Ready to Screen for Frailty?” 

 

 

Some of our previous columns on falls after correction of vision: 

 

June 2010  “Seeing Clearly a Common Sense Intervention” 

June 2014  “New Glasses and Fall Risk” 

August 2014  “Cataract Surgery and Falls” 
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http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/September_25_2012_Preoperative_Assessment_for_Geriatric_Patients.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/September_3_2013_Predicting_Perioperative_Complications_Slow_and_Simple.htm
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http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/February_17_2015_Functional_Impairment_and_Hospital_Readmission_Surgical_Outcomes.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/June_2015_Get_a_Grip_on_It.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/January_26_2016_More_on_Frailty_and_Surgical_Morbidity_and_Mortality.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/May_2016_Guidelines_for_Perioperative_Geriatric_Care.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/May_31_2016_More_Frailty_Measures_That_Predict_Surgical_Outcomes.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/May_16_2017_Are_Surgeons_Finally_Ready_to_Screen_for_Frailty.htm
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http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/June_2014_New_Glasses_and_Fall_Risk.htm
http://www.patientsafetysolutions.com/docs/August_2014_Cataract_Surgery_and_Falls.htm


Some of our prior columns related to falls: 

• April 16, 2007  “Falls With Injury” 

• July 17, 2007    “Falls in Patients on Coumadin or Heparin or Other 

Anticoagulants” 

• January 1, 2008  “Fall Prevention” 

• October 7, 2008  “Lessons from Falls....from Rehab Medicine” 

• November 18, 2008  “Ticket to Ride: Checklist, Form, or Decision Scorecard?” 

• August 4, 2009  “Faulty Fall Risk Assessments?” 

• September 22, 2009 “Psychotropic Drugs and Falls in the SNF” 

• December 22, 2009  “Falls on Toileting Activities” 

• January 2010   “Falls in the Radiology Suite” 

• June 2010    “Seeing Clearly a Common Sense Intervention” 

• May 29, 2012   “Falls, Fractures, and Fatalities” 

• June 5, 2012   “Minor Head Trauma in the Anticoagulated Patient”. 

• January 15, 2013 “Falls on Inpatient Psychiatry” 

• March 2013   “Sedative/Hypnotics and Falls” 

• December 3, 2013  “Reducing Harm from Falls on Inpatient Psychiatry” 

• June 2014    “New Glasses and Fall Risk” 

• July 8, 2014   “Update: Minor Head Trauma in the Anticoagulated 

Patient” 

• August 2014    “Cataract Surgery and Falls” 

• November 4, 2014  “Progress on Fall Prevention” 

• March 2015   “Another Paradox: Falls Due to Walking Aids” 

• June 9, 2015   “Add This to Your Fall Risk Assessment” 

• July 28, 2015   “Not All Falls Are the Same” 

• October 2015   “Patient Perception of Fall Risk” 

• October 27, 2015  “Sentinel Event Alert on Falls and View from Across the 

Pond” 

• February 16, 2016  “Fall Prevention Failing?” 

• March 14, 2017  “More on Falls on Inpatient Psychiatry” 

• July 2017   “Mobility vs. Falls” 
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