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1. Introduction 

This document sets out Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust’s system for 
managing the use of bed rails safely and effectively. It provides a robust framework 
to ensure a consistent approach across the whole organisation. 

Northern Devon Healthcare Trust aims to take all reasonable steps to ensure the 
safety and independence of its patients while respecting the rights of patients to 
make their own decisions about their care. 

2. Purpose 

2.1. The purpose of this document is to comply with best practice guidance and 
advice set down in the following documents: 

 MHRA Device Bulletin 2006(06): Safe use of bed rails and Device Alert 
2007/009: Bed rails and grab handles 

 NPSA safer practice notice 17 : Using bed rails safely and effectively 
 NPSA bed rails literature review.  
 MHRA Safe use of bed rails December 2013 

Bed rails should only be used to reduce the risk of a patient accidentally 
slipping, sliding, falling or rolling out of a bed. Bed rails used for this purpose 
are not a form of restraint.  

2.2. Implementation of this policy will ensure that: 

 Harm to patients caused by falling from beds or becoming trapped in 
bed rails is reduced  

 Support is provided to both patients and staff to aid them in making 
individual decisions around the risks of using and of not using bed rails  

 The Trust complies with Medicines and Healthcare Related Products 
Agency (MHRA) and National Patient Safety Agency (NPSA) advice. 

 Staffs use their professional judgement to consider the risks and 
benefits for individual patients. 

3. Definitions  

3.1. Bed Rails 
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Bed rails are devices which are attached to the sides of beds and trolleys in 
care environments to prevent patients falling out of bed and injuring 
themselves.  The term bed rail has been adopted, although other names are 
often used such as bed side-rails, side-rails, cot sides and safety sides.  Bed 
rails will not prevent a patient leaving their bed and falling elsewhere and 
should not be used for this purpose.  Bed rails are not intended as a moving 
and handling aid. 

3.2. Restraint 

Restraint is defined as ‘the intentional restriction of a person’s voluntary 
movement or behaviour’.   

4. Background 

Patients in hospital may be at risk of falling from a bed or trolley for many reasons 
including poor mobility, dementia or delirium, visual impairment, and the effects of 
their treatment or medication. The possible effect of patients falling from bed 
include death and fractured necks of femur, and to suffer head injuries (usually 
minor), although most falls from beds resulted in no harm or minor injuries like 
scrapes and bruises.  

Bed rails are not appropriate for all patients, and using bed rails also involves risks, 
typically scrapes and bruises to their lower legs. 

Based on reports to the MHRA, the HSE, and the NPSA deaths from bed rail 
entrapment in hospital settings in England and Wales occur less often than one in 
every two years, and could probably have been avoided if MHRA advice had been 
followed. Staff should continue to take great care to avoid bed rail entrapment, but 
need to be aware that in hospital settings there is a greater risk of harm to patients 
from falling from beds.  

4.1. Who this policy DOESN’T apply to 

Paediatric wards, because the needs of babies and children, the type of 
equipment used, and responsibilities for decision making can be very 
different from adult patients in hospitals. 

5. Responsibilities  

Decisions about bed rails need to be made in the same way as decisions about other 
aspects of treatment and care as outlined in the Trust’s Consent Policy, as set out 
below.   

5.1. Role of the Back Care Advisor 
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The Back Care Adviser has responsibility for ensuring instruction and training 
is given to staff during moving and handling training at induction and 
refresher training. 

5.2. Role of the Patient 

The patient should decide whether or not to have bed rails if they have 
capacity. Capacity is the ability to understand and weigh up the risks and 
benefits of bed rails once these have been explained to them. 

5.3. Role of Staff  

Staff can learn about the patient’s likes, dislikes and normal behaviour from 
relatives and carers, and should discuss the benefits and risks with relatives 
or carers.  However, relatives or carers cannot make decisions for adult 
patients (except in certain circumstances where they hold a Lasting Power of 
Attorney extending to healthcare decisions under the Mental Capacity Act 
2005).  

If the patient lacks capacity, staff have a duty of care and must decide if bed 
rails are in the patient’s best interests.  

Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust does not require written consent for 
bed rail use but discussions and decisions should be documented by staff.  

5.4. Community staff 

Inform carers of patients who are using equipment provided by the 
Community Equipment Store Millbrook or other source, of the risks in using 
the equipment and how to use it safely and document they have done so. 
Bedrails should only be requested if deemed to be appropriate following 
assessment and patient involvement. The risk assessment will determine if 
bed rails are suitable for the patient, the bed, and the mattress, and will 
ensure that the likelihood of entrapment or contact injuries has been 
considered. When selecting bedrails it is important that: 

 The correct design and make of equipment is used. Bedside rails should 
fit securely in order to prevent the bedside rail from moving away from 
the bed frame.  

 Ensure gap of less than 60mm or greater than 25 cm between the head 
of the bed and the vertical post of the bed rail to avoid head 
entrapment and asphyxiation  

 Ensure minimum distance from top of mattress to top of raised bed rail 
is greater than 220mm 

 Bedrails should be of the horizontal not longitudinal design 
 Consider the use of compatible, appropriate bedrail bumpers to 

prevent patient injury 
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 The patient, relative/s and or carers understanding and compliance 
with the decision has been clearly documented in the nursing care plan 

 Ensure paediatric bedrails are used in the paediatric setting  
 If fitting the bedrails ensure staff are able to fit the bedrails by 

complying with moving and handling health and safety guidance 
 If the bedrail is involved in a patient safety incident, retain the bedrail 

for inspection by the provider and complete an incident reporting form 

6. Bed Rails and Falls Prevention 

Decisions about bed rails are only one small part of preventing falls. The Trust’s Falls 
Policy should be used in conjunction with this policy to identify other steps that 
should be taken to reduce the patient’s risk of falling not only from bed, but also, for 
example, whilst walking, sitting and using the toilet. 

7. Individual Patient Assessment 

There are different types of beds, mattresses and bed rails available, and each 
patient is an individual with different needs.  

7.1. Bed rails should not usually be used: 

 If the patient is agile enough, and confused enough, to climb over them;  
 If the patient would be independent if the bed rails were not in place. 

7.2. Bed rails should usually be used: 

 If the patient is being transported on their bed; 
 In areas where patients are recovering from anaesthetic or sedation 

and are under constant observation 

However, most decisions about bed rails are a balance between competing risks. The 
risks for individual patients can be complex and relate to their physical and mental 
health needs, the environment, their treatment, their personality and their lifestyle. 
Staff should use their professional judgement, supported by a risk assessment (see 
appendix A) to consider the risks and benefits for individual patients.  The decision to 
use or not use bed rails and any risk assessments undertaken should be recorded in 
the patient’s documentation.   

To determine how likely it is that the patient will come to harm if bed rails are NOT 
used, ask the following questions: 

 How likely is it that the patient will fall out of bed? 
 How likely is it that the patient would be injured in a fall from bed?  
 Will the patient feel anxious if the bed rails are not in place? 



Using Bed Rails Safely and Effectively Policy   
Draft Version 1.4    

  8 
g:\corporate governance\compliance team\policies procedural documents\published policy 
database\workforce dev and hr\bed rails safely and effectively policy\annex 9 1 using bed rails 
safety and effectively policy 02feb18.docx 

To determine how likely it is that the patient will come to harm if bed rails ARE 
used, ask the following questions: 

 Will bed rails stop the patient from being independent? 
 Could the patient climb over the bed rails? 
 Could the patient injure themselves on the bed rails?  
 Could using bed rails cause the patient distress? 
 Could it encourage the patient to climb over the foot board? 
 Could the patient violently shake and dislodge the rails? 
 Could the patient have a violent contact with bedrail parts 

 
 
Bed rails must be used if the benefits outweigh the risks. 

Decisions about the use of bed rails may need to be frequently reviewed and 
practice changed. For example, a patient admitted for surgery may move from being 
independent to semi-conscious and immobile whilst recovering from anaesthetic 
and then back to being independent in the course of a few hours. Even stable 
patients in rehabilitation or mental health settings can have rapidly changing needs 
when physical illness intervenes. Therefore decisions about bed rails should be 
reviewed whenever a patient’s condition or wishes change, but as a minimum 
reviewed every 12 hours.  

8. Using Bed Rails  

8.1. Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust has taken steps to comply with 
MHRA advice through ensuring that: 

 Bed frames with integral bed rails have an asset identification number 
and are regularly maintained 

 Types of bed rails, beds and mattresses used on each site within the 
organisation are of compatible size and design. 

Whenever frontline staff uses bed rails they should carry out the following 
checks:  

For all types of bed rail:  

 Are there any signs of damage, faults or cracks on the bed rails? If so, 
do not use and label clearly as faulty and have removed for repair 

 Is the patient an unusual body size? (For example, hydrocephalic, 
microcephalic, growth restricted, very emaciated). If so, check for any 
bed rail gaps which would allow head, body or neck to become 
entrapped by referring to MHRA advice. 
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9. Risk Management 

9.1. Reducing risks 

If a patient is found in positions which could lead to bed rail entrapment, for 
example, feet or arms through rails, halfway off the side of their mattress or 
with legs through gaps between spilt rails, this should be taken as a clear 
indication that they are at risk of serious injury from entrapment. Urgent 
changes must be made to the plan of care. These could include deciding that 
the risks of using bed rails now outweigh the benefits. 

If a patient is found attempting to climb over their bed rail, or does climb over 
their bed rail, this should be taken as a clear indication that they are at risk of 
serious injury from falling from a greater height. The risks of using bed rails 
are likely to outweigh the benefits, unless their condition changes. 

The safety of patients with bed rails may be enhanced by frequently checking 
that they are still in a safe and comfortable position in bed, and that they 
have everything they need, including toileting needs. However, the safety 
needs of patients without bed rails who are vulnerable to falls are very 
similar. All patients in hospital settings will need different aspects of their 
condition checked, for example, breathlessness, anxiety and pain. 
Consequently, observing patients with bed rails should not be treated as a 
separate issue but as an important part of general observation within each 
ward/ department. 

Beds should usually be kept at the lowest possible height to reduce the 
likelihood of injury in the event of a fall, whether or not bed rails are used. 
The exception to this is independently mobile patients who are likely to be 
safest if the bed is adjusted to the correct height for their feet to be flat on 
the floor whilst they are sitting on the side of the bed.   

9.2. Reporting incidents 

All patient falls and incidents of bed rail entrapment must be reported via the 
Trust’s incident reporting system, even when patients have not been harmed. 
Reports of falls from bed should routinely include information on whether or 
not bed rails were in use.   

10. Education and Training 

10.1. Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust ensures that: 

 all staff who make decisions about bed rail use, or advise patients on 
bed rail use, have the appropriate knowledge to do so 
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 all staff who supply, maintain or fit bed rails have the appropriate 
knowledge to do so as safely as possible, tailored to the equipment 
used within the Trust 

 all staff who have contact with patients, including students and 
temporary staff understand how to lower and raise bed rails safely and 
know they should alert the nurse in charge if the patient is distressed by 
the bed rails, appears in an unsafe position, or is trying to climb over 
bed rails. 

These points are achieved through: 

 Trust induction (via manual handling) 
 including the use of bed rails in annual moving and handling training 

11. The Development of the Policy 

11.1. Prioritisation of Work 

Feedback from staff has indicated difficulties with the format of the patient 
bedrail risk assessment form and this had been reviewed accordingly.  

11.2. Document Development Process 

As the author, the Back Care Adviser is responsible for developing the policy 
and for ensuring stakeholders were consulted with. 

Draft copies were circulated for comment before approval was sought from 
the relevant committees. 

11.3. Equality Impact Assessment  

The Trust aims to design and implement services, policies and measures that 
meet the diverse needs of our service, population and workforce, ensuring 
that none are placed at a disadvantage over others.  An Equality Impact 
Assessment Screening has been undertaken and there are no adverse or 
positive impacts (see Appendix D). 

12. Consultation, Approval and Ratification Process 

12.1. Consultation Process 

The author consulted widely with stakeholders, including: 

 Senior Nurse Forum 
 Back Care Office 
 Clinical Nurse Specialist, Tissue Viability 
 Quality Improvement Clinical Effectiveness Team  



Using Bed Rails Safely and Effectively Policy   
Draft Version 1.4    

  11 
g:\corporate governance\compliance team\policies procedural documents\published policy 
database\workforce dev and hr\bed rails safely and effectively policy\annex 9 1 using bed rails 
safety and effectively policy 02feb18.docx 

Consultation took the form of a request for comments and feedback via 
email. Hard copies were available on request. 

12.2. Policy Approval Process 

Initial approval of the policy was sought from the Senior Nurse Forum. 

Final approval was given at the Clinical Services Executive Committee 
meeting. 

12.3. Ratification Process 

The policy was ratified by the Trust Board in June 2008. 

13. Review and Revision Arrangements including Document 
Control 

13.1. Process for Reviewing the Policy 

The policy will be reviewed every three years. The author will be sent a 
reminder by the Corporate Affairs Manager four months before the due 
review date. The author will be responsible for ensuring the policy is 
reviewed in a timely manner and that the reviewed policy is approved by the 
Patient Safety and Infection Prevention and Control Committee. All reviews 
will be recorded by the author in the Document Control Report. 

13.2. Process for Revising the Policy 

In order to ensure the policy is up-to-date, the author may be required to 
make a number of revisions, e.g. committee changes or amendments to 
individuals’ responsibilities. Where revisions are minor and does not change 
the overall policy, the author will present the revised version to the Quality 
Improvement Clinical Effectiveness Team and Infection Prevention and 
Control Committee. 

Significant revisions will require approval by the Clinical Services Executive 
Committee and ratification by the Trust Board. 

All revisions will be recorded by the author in the Document Control Report. 

13.3. Document Control 

The author will comply with the Trust’s agreed version control process, as 
described in the organisation-wide Guidance for Document Control. 
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14. Dissemination and Implementation 

14.1. Dissemination of the Policy 

After approval, the author will provide a copy of the policy to the Corporate 
Affairs Manager to have it placed on the Trust’s intranet. The policy will be 
referenced on the home page as a latest news release. 

Information will also be included in the weekly Chief Executive’s Bulletin 
which is circulated electronically to all staff. 

An email will be sent to senior management to make them aware of the 
policy and they will be responsible for cascading the information to their 
staff. 

Staff will also be informed that this policy replaces any previous versions and 
made further aware of this policy via means below:   

 On-going training as outlined in the aforementioned section 
 Matron’s Charter Bulletin 
 Staff meetings 

14.2. Implementation of the Policy 

Line managers are responsible for ensuring this policy is implemented across 
their area of work. 

Support for the implementation of this policy will be provided by the Back 
Care Adviser.  

15. Monitoring Compliance With and the Effectiveness of the 
Policy 

15.1. Process for Monitoring Compliance and Effectiveness 

Monitoring compliance with this policy will be the responsibility of the Ward 
Managers/ Modern Matrons/ Heads of Department.  This will be undertaken 
by annual audit and the results will be fed back to the Directorate Senior 
Nurse and Director of Nursing and the Patient Safety and Infection Prevention 
and Control Committee?) 

Where non-compliance is identified, support and advice will be provided to 
improve practice.  

15.2. Standards/ Key Performance Indicators 

Key performance indicators comprise:  
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 Annual audit results 
 Number of incident reports relating to using bed rails safely and 

effectively 

16. Process for Implementation and Monitoring Compliance and 
Effectiveness 

16.1. This policy will be implemented as of immediate effect 

16.2. The Implementation process will be via the Quality Improvement Clinical 
Effectiveness Team, Back care Team and Matrons and ward managers 

16.3. The monitoring process:  

 Will be via ward managers performing the Clinical Effectiveness tool  
every month 

 The Quality Improvement Clinical Effectiveness Team will be used for 
reporting any non-compliance to senior nurse managers.   

17. Equality Impact Assessment  

Table 1: Equality impact Assessment 

Group 
Positive 
Impact 

Negative 
Impact 

No 
Impact 

Comment 

Age x    

Disability x    

Gender   x  

Gender Reassignment     

Human Rights (rights to 
privacy, dignity, liberty 
and non-degrading 
treatment) 

x    

Marriage and civil 
partnership 

  X  

Pregnancy   X  

Maternity and 
Breastfeeding 

x    

Race (ethnic origin)     

Religion (or belief)     

Sexual Orientation     

18. References  

 MHRA Device Bulletin 2006(06): Safe Use of Bed Rails and Device Alert 
2007/009: Bed Rails and Grab Handles 
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 NPSA Safer Practice Notice 17: Using Bed Rails Safely and Effectively 
 Mental Capacity Act 2005 
 MHRA Safe use of bed rails December 2013 

19. Associated Documentation  

 Consent Policy 
 Falls Policy 
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Appendix A – Bed Rails Risk Assessment Flowchart 

(A slips, trips and falls assessment should have been undertaken) 

 

 

  

Is the patient at risk from 
falling from the bed? (See 

risk factor under 
‘processes) 

Have the patient / 
NOK requested bed 

rails / bedsides? 

Bed rails are not 
required. Re-assess if 

the patient becomes at 
risk from falling from the 

bed 

NO NO 

YES 

Are bed rails / bedsides a 
possible or the most 

appropriate solution? 

Could a head or limb 
entrapment occur? 

- Between the bed 
rails 

- Between the bed 
and the rails 

- Between the end 
of the bed and 
the foot or head 
board 

YES / MAYBE 

Does the patient meet the criteria? 

- Mobile in bed 
- Able to free trapped limbs 
- Fully orientated / aware 

YES 

NO 

Is the patient confused or 
agitated? 

NO 

Will the patient’s weight 
compress the mattress 

creating a gap that could 
cause entrapment? 

NO 

Is the mattress in good 
condition? 

NO 

Choose the correct bed rail for the bed and consider the 
type of protection (e.g. pads). If none available CONTACT 
THE MODERN MATRON OR THE NURSE IN CHARGE 

YES 

Provide the correct bed for the patient 
e.g. hi/low bed  

YES 

Consider alternative bed management (See 
alternative measures) 

- Physical 
- Emotional 
- Environmental 
- Medication 

- General alarm systems to alert carers 
that a person has moved from their 
normal position or wants to get out 
of bed.  

- Fall mats 

YES 

Replace 
mattress 

NO 

NO 

YES 

YES 
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Appendix C – Checklist for the Review and Approval of Procedural 
Document (if required) 

To be completed and attached to any document which guides practice when submitted to the 
appropriate committee for consideration and approval. 

 Title of document being reviewed: 
Yes/No/ 
Unsure 

Comments 

1. Title   

 Is the title clear and unambiguous?   

 Is it clear whether the document is a guideline, 
policy, protocol or standard? 

  

2. Rationale   

 Are reasons for development of the document 
stated? 

  

3. Development Process   

 Is the method described in brief?   

 Are people involved in the development identified?   

 Do you feel a reasonable attempt has been made 
to ensure relevant expertise has been used? 

  

 Is there evidence of consultation with stakeholders 
and users? 

  

4. Content   

 Is the objective of the document clear?   

 Is the target population clear and unambiguous?   

 Are the intended outcomes described?    

 Are the statements clear and unambiguous?   

5. Evidence Base   

 Is the type of evidence to support the document 
identified explicitly? 

  

 Are key references cited?   

 Are the references cited in full?   

 Are supporting documents referenced?   

6. Approval   

 Does the document identify which 
committee/group will approve it?  

  

 If appropriate have the joint Human   
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 Title of document being reviewed: 
Yes/No/ 
Unsure 

Comments 

Resources/staff side committee (or equivalent) 
approved the document? 

 

7. Dissemination and Implementation   

 Is there an outline/plan to identify how this will be 
done? 

  

 Does the plan include the necessary 
training/support to ensure compliance? 

  

8. Document Control   

 Does the document identify where it will be held?   

 Have archiving arrangements for superseded 
documents been addressed? 

  

9. Process to Monitor Compliance and Effectiveness   

 Are there measurable standards or KPIs to support 
the monitoring of compliance with and 
effectiveness of the document? 

  

 Is there a plan to review or audit compliance with 
the document? 

  

10. Review Date   

 Is the review date identified?   

 Is the frequency of review identified?  If so is it 
acceptable? 

  

11. Overall Responsibility for the Document   

 Is it clear who will be responsible for co-ordinating 
the dissemination, implementation and review of 
the document? 

  

 

Individual Approval 

If you are happy to approve this document, please sign and date it and forward to the chair of the 
committee/group where it will receive final approval. 

Name  Date  

Designation  

 

Committee Approval 

If the committee is happy to approve this document, please sign and date it and forward copies to the 
person with responsibility for disseminating and implementing the document and the person who is 
responsible for maintaining the organisation’s database of approved documents. 

Name  Date  
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Designation  

 

Acknowledgement: Cambridgeshire and Peterborough Mental Health Partnership NHS Trust 
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Appendix D – Plan for Dissemination and Implementation of 
Procedural Documents (if required) 

To be completed and attached to any document which guides practice when submitted to the 
appropriate committee for consideration and approval. 

Acknowledgement: University Hospitals of Leicester NHS Trust. 

Title of document: Using bed rails Safely and effectively 

Date finalised: 05.02.18 Dissemination lead: 
Print name and contact 
details 

Lesley Wonnacott 

01271 314126 Previous document 
already being used? 

Yes  (Please delete as 

appropriate) 

If yes, in what format 
and where? 

Not available via BoB currently 

Proposed action to 
retrieve out-of-date 
copies of the document: 

To review, amend update then get approved and publicise via moving and 
handing training, senior nurse forum, health and safety committee and ward 
managers meeting 

To be disseminated to: How will it be 
disseminated, who will do 
it and when? 

Paper 
or 

Electronic 

Comments 

via moving and handing 
training, senior nurse 
forum, health and safety 
committee and ward 
managers meeting 

By Lesley Wonnacott  Both  Lesley Wonnacott is taking on a 
policy from Quality Improvement 
Clinical Effectiveness Team team 

    

    

    

    

    

 

Dissemination Record - to be used once document is approved. 

 

Date put on register / library 
of procedural documents 

 Date due to be reviewed  

 

Disseminated to: (either 
directly or via meetings, 

etc.) 

Format (i.e. 
paper or 

electronic) 

Date Disseminated No. of 
Copies 
Sent 

Contact Details / 
Comments 
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Implementation Plan 

Task Details Responsibility 

Implementation 
 
 

  

Training & Support 
 
 

  

 

Completed by: 

Name Lesley Wonnacott 
Designation Back Care Team 
Trust Northern Devon Healthcare NHS Trust 
Date 5th February 2018 
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                      Appendix E                                      
 
 

      
 
 

 
                         Bed rail risk assessment for children 

 

 Staff should use this risk assessment and advice sheet in addition to their professional 
judgement to consider the risks and benefits to the individual patient. 

 Tick the relevant box 

 Date and sign  

 Should be completed at beginning of each shift and whenever there is change. 
 

Is the child under 2 years of age?     Yes  →   To be nursed in a cot 
Date                                                 Name                                                        Signature                                                       

          Exception justification: Record reason for child under 2yrs being nursed in a bed (Plus complete risk assessment 
below) 

                               
Nurse Name                                                       Signature                                                          Designation 

Parent’s Name                                                                     Signature 

                                                             No  →   Complete bedrail risk assessment below 

 

 Ensure bed is at lowest setting when patient is unattended 

 If Bedrails are considered necessary Bumpers must be used for all children smaller than 4 foot tall 

 Large cot is available if child is at risk of impact injury or unpredictable behaviour. 

 
Date / Time 

       

Risk Factor Use of rails Tick Applicable Criteria 

Child independently mobile Not to be used        

Likely to climb over 
bedrails 

Not to be used        

Likely to get out of bed & 
mobility compromised 

Not to be used. 
Consider use of 
large cot 

       

Parent/child requested 
bedrails 

Consider use with 
caution mark   or    

       

Child has disruption of 
spatial awareness 

Consider use with 
caution mark    or  

       

Child is agitated / has 
involuntary limb 
movements 

Consider use with 
caution. Constant 
supervision mark    
or  

       

Child has fallen out of bed 
before 

Consider use with 
caution. Constant 
supervision mark or  

       

 

 

 

Affix patient label 



Using Bed Rails Safely and Effectively Policy   
Draft Version 1.4    

  22 
g:\corporate governance\compliance team\policies procedural documents\published policy 
database\workforce dev and hr\bed rails safely and effectively policy\annex 9 1 using bed rails 
safety and effectively policy 02feb18.docx 

Child is unconscious Bedrails to be used        

Recovering from 
anaesthetic 

Bedrails to be used        

Being transferred on 
bed/trolley 

Bedrails to be used        

 Name/Signature 
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