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Vulnerabilities: Health and Function

Individuals with health 
challenges are more 

susceptible because they may 
require assistance, be reliant 
on medical devices, and can 

have disruptions to critical 
infrastructure systems

Physical impairments limit 
older adults’ ability to evacuate 

homes

Cognitive impairment can 
interfere with information 
processing and decision-

making needed to prepare for 
and navigate through a disaster 

event



Vulnerabilities: Social and Economic Factors

Social isolation can 
prevent older adults from 

receiving help or 
emergency information, 

and they may be less able 
to flee from potential harm

Fixed incomes may limit 
access to air conditioning, 

transportation, and safe 
housing

Many older adults live in 
disaster-prone areas such 

as coastal communities 
and urban heat islands

Ethnic and economic 
disparities increase risk 

through poorer health and 
housing



Impact of Climate Change on Older Adults

Heat Waves                  Increased risk of hospitalization and mortality

Air Pollution                  Increased risk of negative health effects compared to younger adults and 
higher incidence of dementia

Extreme Weather Events                  Higher risk of mortality and spikes in ED visits

Evacuation can be detrimental to health and well-being
\

Increased rates of depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress disorder during and 
immediately following natural disasters



Major Challenges
Older adult population often an afterthought

Focus on emergency response, not education, prevention and 
follow-up

Inadequate knowledge and capacity of most public health 
departments to address older adult issues

Lack of age-friendly shelters and other accommodations

Social media mechanisms often do not reach many 
subgroups of older adults



Major Challenges

Racial/ethnic and social 
class inequities in attention, 
response and follow-up

Racial/ethnic and social 
class inequities in attention, 
response and follow-up

Rural older adults more at 
risk but more invisible and 
hard to reach

Rural older adults more at 
risk but more invisible and 
hard to reach

Lack of coordination across 
agencies, practitioners and 
CBOs at all levels

Lack of coordination across 
agencies, practitioners and 
CBOs at all levels



Preparedness 
and 

Education 

Local agencies and 
professionals can 
assist older adults 

in developing an 
individualized plan 
for an emergency

Accessible 
communication: 

Large-print, audio, 
multiple languages

Community 
outreach: Home 

care aides, 
community 

leaders, peer 
educators

Map and register 
at-risk older adults 

for targeted 
support



Agencies, 
Community 

Leaders & 
Providers

Include older adults, 
informal caregivers, 
and frontline staff in 

local/regional 
emergency planning

Partner across public 
health, social 

services, 
transportation, and 

aging services to 
share data and 

coordinate outreach

Empower community 
groups to register at-
risk seniors, perform 
wellness checks, and 

distribute 
guidance/kits

Co-develop age-
specific protocols, 

guidelines, and 
checklists and 

integrate into broader 
disaster plans and 
deliver by trained 

community leaders



Frontline Professionals Serving Older Adults

USE CLIENT ASSESSMENTS 
(MOBILITY, COGNITION, SOCIAL 

SUPPORTS) TO MAP 
VULNERABILITIES AND 

ANTICIPATE NEEDS

TRAIN STAFF TO SUPPORT 
INDIVIDUALS BASED ON NEEDS

AFTER DISASTER, RECONNECT 
INDIVIDUALS TO SHELTERS, 

CARE TEAMS, FINANCIAL/ 
LEGAL AID, AND MONITOR FOR 

DELAYED HEALTH IMPACTS



Evacuation and Relocation 
Considerations

• Plan accessible transport and designate age-
friendly or special needs shelter areas

• Ensure older adults have appropriate 
supports and resources to address needs

• Relocate to areas where informal support 
networks can provide care and where older 
adults can reestablish contact with providers

• Advocate for shelters staffed by professionals 
experienced in older adult care



Recommendations

• Equal attention to all elements of climate 
change-related activities focused on older 
adults

• Age-friendly public health, hospitals and 
health systems and shelters

• Appropriate and targeted communication 
strategies

• Federal, state and local agency coordination

• Better community-level education planning 
and coordination

• Attention to population and geographic 
disparities
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