
Disasters, whether caused by weather systems, fires, floods, or other natural or man-
made causes, can be dangerous, disruptive, and deadly even for people in the best of 
health, but the risks of adverse effects, including death, are considerably heightened for 

frail older adults. One major reason for this is that elderly people have weakened physiologic 
reserves, meaning their organ systems are less capable of performing their intended functions. To 
compensate for such issues, elderly patients typically require medications, assistive devices, and 
other interventions to help them live and maintain quality of life. Yet when disaster strikes, your 
ability to provide these life-saving interventions to your loved one may be impaired; however, 
there are steps that you can take to protect and optimize the outcomes for the vulnerable elderly 
in your care during these times.

What To Do At Home Before Disaster Strikes
Taking the following actions can help keep your loved one safer in his/her home environment during a 
disaster and in the aftermath:
• Ensure your loved one’s immunizations are up to date, especially those for flu (influenza), shingles 

(herpes zoster), diphtheria/tetanus, whooping cough (pertussis), and pneumonia (pneumococcal).1

• Keep critical medications on hand (the CDC recommends keeping at least a 7-day supply)2; if any 
medications require refrigeration, ensure a cooler filled with ice or frozen ice packs is available.

• Keep an updated written list of medications in case emergency hospitalization is required.
• Stock up on potable water. The CDC recommends at least 1 gallon per person daily, with enough of a 

supply to last at least 2 weeks.2

• Ensure you have a 2-week supply of nonperishable, easy-to-prepare food items.2 Speak to your loved 
one’s healthcare team to identify the most appropriate foods to keep on hand for your loved one; 
many prepared foods may be too high in sodium and sugar and too low in certain macronutrients and 
micronutrients to ensure adequate nutrition. Ask if use of meal replacement shakes and supplemental 
nutrition drinks may be advisable during this time.

• Assemble an emergency kit, consisting of the following items: flashlights, batteries, first aid kit, 
multipurpose tool, sanitation and hygiene items, blankets and pillows, and an emergency radio.2

• Install a back-up power generator if your loved one requires use of powered mattresses, such as needed 
to prevent bedsores, and/or any life-sustaining equipment, such as oxygen machines.
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Where to Register Before Disaster Strikes
Frail elderly people remain just as vulnerable to adverse effects in the time that follows a disaster, particularly 
before services are restored, but there are many organizations you can register with or contact to ensure 
your loved one receives timely care and restoration of services following a disaster. These include:
• Your local power company: Most power companies allow persons who have electrically powered 

medical equipment at home to register their needs with the company for high-priority restoration status 
in the event of a power outage. Although these companies cannot guarantee power restoration within a 
given timeframe, they will prioritize customers within the constraints of each situation.

• The Vulnerable Needs registry: These registries alert authorities to people with special needs so that the 
authorities know to check on them during an emergency situation. Local health departments generally 
manage these registries with developmental input from the Federal Emergency Management Agency and the 
CDC. To locate your Vulnerable Needs registry, contact your local or state government for more information.

• Your local 211 service: This service can connect you with important community services, including 
those that help provide food and shelter, disaster relief, and mental health resources. Go to www.211us.
org to see if there are any services in your area and keep that information on hand during a disaster. 

Sources for Outlined Recommendations
1. U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. Seniors (over age 65). www.vaccines.gov/who_and_

when/seniors. 
2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Emergency preparedness and response. http://emergency.

cdc.gov/preparedness/kit/disasters.

For a more comprehensive overview of ways to be prepared for a disaster, check out these key 
government resources:

The Department of Health and Human Resources Administration of Aging
www.aoa.gov/AoARoot/Preparedness/Resources_Individuals/index.aspx 

Click on “Just in Case: Emergency Readiness for Older Adults and Caregivers” to access a useful guide 
for disaster planning and preparation, which also provides links to other helpful resources. 

Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA)
www.ready.gov/are-you-ready-guide 

This resource serves as a comprehensive guide to individual, family, and community preparedness in 
the event of technological disasters, natural disasters, and terrorist attacks. You will find everything 
from a disaster supplies checklist to water conservation tips.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)
http://emergency.cdc.gov/planning

This resource provides information on preparedness for specific types of emergencies and organizes 
information based on location. Be sure to check out the links under “Personal Preparedness.” 
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