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Introduction to the Norton Risk Assessment Scale

The Norton Risk Assessment Scale is a critical tool used in healthcare settings to
evaluate a patient's risk of developing pressure ulcers. Pressure ulcers, also known as
bedsores, can lead to significant complications, including infections and prolonged hospital
stays. The Norton scale provides a systematic approach to identifying patients at risk,
allowing healthcare professionals to implement preventative measures promptly.

Understanding Pressure Ulcers

Before delving into the Norton Risk Assessment Scale, it is essential to understand what
pressure ulcers are and why they are a concern in healthcare.

Definition of Pressure Ulcers

Pressure ulcers are localized injuries to the skin and underlying tissue that occur as a result
of prolonged pressure, typically over bony prominences. These injuries can range from mild
skin discoloration to severe tissue damage, including deep tissue necrosis.

Causes and Risk Factors

The development of pressure ulcers is influenced by several factors, including:

- Pressure: Continuous pressure on a specific area can impede blood flow, leading to tissue
ischemia and damage.

- Friction: The skin can be damaged when it rubs against surfaces, especially if the skin is
moist.

- Shear: This occurs when the skin moves in one direction while the underlying bone moves
in another, stretching and tearing blood vessels.

- Moisture: Excess moisture from sweat or incontinence can make the skin more vulnerable
to damage.

Certain populations are at higher risk for developing pressure ulcers, including individuals
with limited mobility, those with chronic diseases, and older adults.



The Norton Risk Assessment Scale Explained

The Norton Risk Assessment Scale was developed in 1962 by Doreen Norton and her
colleagues to provide a consistent method for assessing the risk of pressure ulcers. It takes
into account several factors that contribute to a patient's overall risk profile.

Components of the Norton Scale

The Norton scale evaluates the following five criteria:

1. Physical Condition: This assesses the overall health and physical condition of the patient,
including mobility and activity level.

2. Mental Condition: This evaluates the patient's cognitive status and ability to understand
and respond to their care needs.

3. Mobility: This measures the patient’s ability to change positions independently.

4. Activity: This assesses the level of activity the patient engages in, including their ability
to get out of bed or chair.

5. Incontinence: This considers whether the patient has bowel or bladder incontinence, as
moisture can increase the risk of skin breakdown.

Each of these components is rated on a scale, and the total score helps determine the
patient's risk level for developing pressure ulcers.

Scoring System

The Norton scale assigns points to each criterion as follows:

- Physical Condition:
- Good (4 points)

- Fair (3 points)

- Poor (2 points)

- Very Poor (1 point)

- Mental Condition:

- Alert (4 points)

- Confused (3 points)

- Dull (2 points)

- Unresponsive (1 point)

- Mobility:

- Mobile (4 points)

- Somewhat mobile (3 points)

- Immobile (2 points)

- Completely immobile (1 point)

- Activity:



- Normal (4 points)

- Somewhat active (3 points)
- Very limited (2 points)

- Bedridden (1 point)

- Incontinence:

- None (4 points)

- Occasionally (3 points)
- Frequently (2 points)

- Constantly (1 point)

The total score ranges from 5 to 20 points, with lower scores indicating a higher risk for
pressure ulcers.

Interpreting the Norton Scale Scores

Understanding the interpreted scores from the Norton Risk Assessment Scale is essential
for effective patient care.

Risk Level Categories

- Low Risk: 16-20 points

- Moderate Risk: 13-15 points

- High Risk: 10-12 points

- Very High Risk: 9 points or below

Each risk level guides healthcare professionals in developing tailored prevention strategies.

Implementing Preventative Measures

Once a patient’s risk level is determined, it is crucial to implement appropriate preventative
measures to reduce the likelihood of pressure ulcer development.

Strategies for Prevention

Preventative strategies can include:

1. Regular Position Changes: Repositioning the patient every two hours to relieve pressure
on vulnerable areas.

2. Skin Care: Keeping the skin clean and dry, using moisturizers, and inspecting skin
regularly for signs of breakdown.

3. Nutrition: Ensuring adequate nutrition and hydration to promote skin health and healing.
4. Pressure-Relieving Devices: Utilizing specialized mattresses, cushions, or pads desighed



to reduce pressure.
5. Education: Teaching patients and caregivers about the importance of mobility and skin
care.

Limitations of the Norton Risk Assessment Scale

While the Norton Risk Assessment Scale is an invaluable tool, it is not without its
limitations.

Factors to Consider

- Subjectivity: The assessment relies on subjective evaluations of the components, which
can vary between healthcare providers.

- Dynamic Changes: A patient’s condition can change rapidly, and a single assessment may
not capture these fluctuations.

- Cultural and Environmental Factors: The scale may not account for cultural differences in
care practices or environmental factors affecting patients.

Conclusion

The Norton Risk Assessment Scale is a vital instrument in the prevention of pressure ulcers,
allowing healthcare providers to systematically assess and address patient risk. By
understanding the components, scoring, and implications of this scale, healthcare
professionals can implement effective strategies to protect vulnerable patients. Continuous
education, regular assessments, and a commitment to best practices are essential to
minimizing the risk of pressure ulcers and enhancing patient outcomes. As healthcare
continues to evolve, tools like the Norton scale will remain crucial in promoting patient
safety and quality care.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Norton Risk Assessment Scale?

The Norton Risk Assessment Scale is a tool used to evaluate a patient's risk of developing
pressure ulcers based on factors such as physical condition, mental condition, activity,
mobility, and incontinence.

How is the Norton Risk Assessment Scale scored?

The scale consists of a scoring system where each of the five criteria is rated, typically on a
scale from 1 to 4. The total score helps in determining the level of risk for pressure ulcer
development.



Who can use the Norton Risk Assessment Scale?

The Norton Risk Assessment Scale can be used by healthcare professionals, including
nurses, doctors, and caregivers, in various settings such as hospitals, nursing homes, and
home care.

What are the main factors assessed by the Norton Risk
Assessment Scale?

The main factors assessed include physical condition, mental condition, activity level,
mobility, and incontinence.

Is the Norton Risk Assessment Scale widely used?

Yes, the Norton Risk Assessment Scale is one of the most widely used tools for assessing
pressure ulcer risk in clinical practice.

How often should the Norton Risk Assessment Scale be
applied?

It is recommended to apply the Norton Risk Assessment Scale upon patient admission and
regularly thereafter, especially after any significant change in the patient's condition.

What is the maximum possible score on the Norton Risk
Assessment Scale?

The maximum possible score on the Norton Risk Assessment Scale is 20, indicating a low
risk for pressure ulcer development.

What score indicates a high risk on the Norton Risk
Assessment Scale?

A score of 14 or below on the Norton Risk Assessment Scale typically indicates a high risk
for pressure ulcer development.

Can the Norton Risk Assessment Scale be used for
patients with different medical conditions?

Yes, the Norton Risk Assessment Scale can be used for patients with a variety of medical
conditions, although the context and specific needs of each patient should be considered.

What are some limitations of the Norton Risk
Assessment Scale?

Some limitations include its reliance on subjective assessments and the fact that it may not
account for all individual risk factors, such as nutritional status or skin condition.
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