Comparing GPS Tracking and Medical Alarms for
Older Adults

Understanding the options for staying connected and safe

When a family begins to think about ways to help an older relative stay independent while
keeping a safety net close by, two kinds of technology often come up: a medical alarm and a
GPS tracker with fall detection. Both aim to give peace of mind, but they work in quite different
ways and suit different situations. Knowing the differences helps a family choose what actually
fits their loved one's daily life, habits, and level of mobility.

Medical alarms have been around for decades. The classic model is a pendant worn around
the neck or on the wrist. When pressed, it connects the wearer to a call centre. The operator
can speak through the device, assess the situation, and call a neighbour, family member, or
emergency services. These systems usually work inside the home and rely on a landline or a
cellular base station. Some newer versions use a mobile signal, but the core idea remains the
same: you push a button and help arrives.

A GPS tracker with fall detection, on the other hand, is built for movement. It uses satellite

positioning to know where the wearer is, indoors or out, and it can send alerts even when the
wearer cannot press a button. Automatic fall detection means that if the device senses a
sudden impact and a change in orientation, it can raise an alarm on its own. This is a
significant difference for anyone who might be unable to call for help after a fall.

Where each option works best

Location is one of the biggest factors. Medical alarms are generally designed for a fixed home
environment. The base station needs to be plugged in and within range of the pendant. If the
wearer goes into the garden, the signal may still reach, but once they leave the property, the
device becomes useless. For someone who rarely leaves home and has a strong social
network nearby, a medical alarm can be a perfectly good choice. It is simple, well understood,
and many people feel comfortable wearing a pendant.


https://familyr.co.nz/elderly-gps-tracker/

A GPS tracker, however, works anywhere there is a mobile signal. Whether the person walks to
the local shop, visits a friend across town, or spends time in a park, the tracker keeps reporting
their location. If they fall while out, the device can still send an alert. This makes it a much
better fit for someone who is still active and enjoys getting out of the house regularly. It also
suits people who live alone and may not be discovered quickly if something happens at home.

Fall detection: automatic versus manual

Not all falls are the same. A sudden collapse onto a hard floor is quite different from a slow
slide out of a chair. Most fall detection technology uses accelerometers and gyroscopes to
sense impact, speed, and angle. When the device detects a fall, it triggers an alert



automatically. This is the feature that makes the biggest difference for someone who might be
knocked unconscious or too injured to move after a fall.

Medical alarms that offer fall detection are available, but they tend to be less sophisticated
than what you find in a dedicated GPS tracker with fall detection. Some pendants claim to
detect falls, but the accuracy varies. False alarms can happen, and genuine falls can be
missed. For a person with a medical condition that increases the risk of falls, such as low
blood pressure or dizziness, the reliability of the detection matters a lot. A GPS tracker
designed specifically for older adults often has more advanced sensors and better algorithms
for distinguishing a real fall from everyday movement.

Battery life and charging habits

Battery life is another practical difference. Medical alarm pendants often use a small battery
that lasts a year or more because they only transmit when the button is pressed. They sit idle
most of the time. GPS trackers, by contrast, are constantly communicating with satellites and
mobile towers, which drains the battery much faster. Most need recharging every one to three
days, depending on usage and settings.

This creates a habit that the wearer must remember. Some people are good at plugging in a
device each night, like charging a phone. Others forget, and the tracker goes dead at the worst
possible moment. Families should consider whether their older relative can reliably keep a
device charged. If not, a medical alarm with a long battery life might be the more practical
choice, even if it covers less ground.

Wearing options and comfort

How the device is worn matters for day-to-day acceptance. Medical alarm pendants typically
hang on a lanyard or clip onto a belt. Some are worn as a wristband. The pendant design is
familiar and many older people find it unobtrusive. But some refuse to wear it because it feels
like a badge of frailty, or they forget to put it on in the morning.



GPS trackers come in a wider variety of forms. Some are designed to look like a smartwatch,
which can feel more natural and modern. Others are small clips that attach to a belt or pocket.
The watch style is often more acceptable because it looks like a regular accessory. However,
the larger screen and battery can make it bulkier than a simple pendant. Comfort and style are
subjective, but they directly affect whether the device will be worn consistently.

Monthly fees and ongoing costs

Cost is often a deciding factor. Medical alarms almost always come with a monthly
subscription. The fee covers the monitoring service, the call centre staff, and maintenance of
the base station equipment. Over a year, these charges add up, and they can increase if you
add fall detection or other extras.

GPS trackers vary widely in their pricing model. Some require a monthly SIM card fee, while
others operate without any ongoing charges after the initial purchase. For a family on a fixed
budget, a product that has no monthly fees can be a significant saving over time. It also means
no bill to forget or cancel if the person moves into care. However, the upfront cost of a good
GPS tracker is usually higher than a basic medical alarm pendant. Families need to weigh the
initial outlay against the long-term subscription savings.

Mobile coverage and reliability



Both types of device rely on some kind of network. Medical alarms that use a landline are only
as reliable as the phone line and the power supply. If the power goes out, the base station may
stop working unless it has a backup battery. Cellular-based medical alarms depend on mobile
coverage, but they often only work within range of a specific tower.

A GPS tracker uses the same mobile networks that phones use, so coverage is generally
excellent in urban and suburban areas. In remote or hilly places, the signal can drop, which
means the tracker may not be able to send an alert immediately. Some devices also use Wi-Fi
location to improve indoor positioning, which helps if the person spends a lot of time at home
but still wants the benefits of automatic fall detection. Checking the mobile coverage in the
areas where the person actually goes is a sensible step before choosing any device.

Making the choice for your family

There is no single best option. The right choice depends on the person'’s lifestyle, health, and
preferences. For someone who rarely leaves home and is comfortable wearing a pendant, a
medical alarm with a reliable call centre may be all that is needed. For an active older adult
who enjoys walks, runs errands, or visits family, a GPS tracker with fall detection offers
protection that follows them wherever they go.



Families should also think about who will respond to an alert. Medical alarms typically route
calls to a professional monitoring centre, which can dispatch help quickly. GPS trackers often
send alerts directly to family members via a smartphone app. This can be comforting because
the response comes from someone the person knows and trusts. But it also means that family
members need to be available and willing to act when an alert comes in.

Ultimately, the goal is to find a device that the older adult will actually wear and use. That
means considering comfort, ease of charging, coverage, and cost. A conversation with the
person about their daily routines and what worries them most can guide the decision. Whether
you lean toward a traditional medical alarm or a modern GPS tracker, the key is to match the
technology to the person, not the other way around.



