Heatwave information for residential aged care



10 common myths and misunderstandings

	Myth 1:
	We often have hot weather in Australia, so it won’t hurt us. 


	Fact: 
	Heatwaves do cause illness and death in Australia. 


Even though we experience a lot of hot weather in Australia, heatwaves are still very dangerous for many people in our community. A little known fact is that heatwaves have caused more deaths in Australia over the past 200 years than floods or cyclones. 
In January 2009, a heatwave in Victoria led to 374 more deaths than expected for that time of year, with most of these deaths being of people aged over 75 years.

People who are most vulnerable to harm from heatwaves are older people or the very young, those who are already unwell or frail, those who have a reduced ability to care for themselves, those who live alone and have little social contact, and those who have limited access to resources such as airconditioners, shelter, transportation, cool spaces and drinking water. 

People at risk during hot weather include those:

· aged 65 years and older

· with chronic medical conditions

· who have a physical or mental disability

· taking certain medications, such as those for high blood pressure or mental illness.
 

	Myth 2:
	One hot day won’t do any harm. 


	Fact: 
	One hot day can be dangerous, especially if it occurs early in the summer or even before summer commences.  


Studies have shown that even one very hot day, especially if occurring early in the summer, and if followed by a hot night, can be very dangerous. It is important not to be complacent, even if summer hasn’t started. Heatwaves tend to produce more severe impacts in the early summer season, as acclimatisation increases people’s ability to cope with heat later in the season.
	Myth 3:
	The temperature needs to be really high to be a danger to health.  


	Fact: 
	The temperature does not need to be really high to be a danger to health.


Studies in Melbourne have shown that the average temperature over 24 hours is the most important temperature measure. In Melbourne, it has been found that the death rate of older people increases when the mean temperature over a 24-hour period (that is, the average of the daytime maximum temperature and the minimum temperature of the following night) reaches 30°C, even if this occurs for just one day. An increase in death rates is also seen when there are elevated night-time temperatures. Therefore, even a day that is not extremely hot can be dangerous if followed by a hot night.
	Myth 4:
	Old people often say they feel cold rather than hot, so they are less likely to be harmed by hot weather.   


	Fact: 
	Older people are at risk of illness and death during heatwaves, even if they are not aware of feeling overly hot. 


Even if a resident says they are not hot, and may dress for cooler weather, the important thing to keep in mind is the ambient temperature to which they are exposed. 

Heat loss from the skin may be trapped by excessive layers or thickness of clothing, so residents should have suitable clothes for hot days. Relatives and friends can help by ensuring residents have an adequate supply of loose, cotton, light-coloured clothing for day and night wear, as well as a sun hat.

	Myth 5:
	When an older person is not thirsty they don’t need to drink any more in hot weather.   


	Fact: 
	Older people still need to drink extra fluids during hot weather even if they don’t feel thirsty.  


Age-related changes are known to decrease the amount of fluid older people drink in response to feeling thirsty. It is important to provide drinks that are palatable, and to make sure they are readily available and accessible. Icy-poles or ice chips may provide an alternative source of liquid. Some older people may require drinking aids such as straws and special cups, or may require thickened liquids on the advice of dieticians and/or speech therapists. A few simple measures may increase the opportunity for an older person to frequently sip a drink during hot weather, decreasing the chance of dehydration.

Some people may be on fluid restricted diets, in which case it is very important to discuss their ideal fluid intake during hot weather with their doctor.
	Myth 6:
	Windows should always be kept closed on hot days and then opened at night.


	Fact: 
	Regardless of the time of day, if the air outside a building is cooler than the air inside the building, opening windows will allow cooler air to move in.


It is a good idea to have a thermometer that measures indoor and outdoor temperatures, so that the correct decision can be made about opening windows.

	Myth 7:
	Older people who have an airconditioner are safe in hot weather.


	Fact: 
	People who have an airconditioner may not actually use it.


In past heatwaves in other countries it has been found that many older people who died had airconditioners but didn’t actually use them. Older people may not use an airconditioner because they are worried about the cost of electricity or they don’t know, or can’t remember how to use the airconditioning. 
Spending time in a cooler space for as long as possible on a hot day is very important since this is known to be protective against heat-related illness. Taking the time to help an older person use their airconditioner may be life-saving.

	Myth 8:
	Fans keep air cool.


	Fact: 
	Fans move air around but do not cool the air.


A fan by itself cannot cool the air, only an airconditioner or a cool breeze can do this. ‘Fans’ includes ceiling and portable fans, not evaporative coolers.

Fans move air across our skin and help to speed up the evaporation of sweat, which can help to cool us down. This process is less effective if the weather is very humid, and if the indoor temperature of the air rises above 35°C. 

Remember:

· Fans do not cool the air; they just move the air around.

· Fans only help to cool people down by moving cooler air into a room and by causing sweat to evaporate.

· If the air is cooler outside, fans can be used to bring cooler air into a building.

· Fans are not effective in cooling a person down on very humid days and when the indoor air temperature exceeds 35ºC. A fan may help when the indoor temperature is less than 35 degrees. 
· Do not use fans in rooms on days of high humidity/temperatures where windows and doors are shut; because this simply circulates the same hot air.

· Never use a fan to blow air directly on to a person when the indoor air temperature is above 35(C. 
	Myth 9:
	If a room is dark it will be cool. 


	Fact: 
	A dark room can still become very hot.  


Sitting in a dark room with the windows shut and the curtains and blinds drawn may be cool for a while but can become dangerously hot. Also a darkened room can increase the risk of a person falling and may create confusion for those with dementia. 

If possible, monitor the temperature of a room and compare this to the temperature outside. If it is cooler outside, open the windows and doors to allow cooler air in. Ensure a suitable drink is close at hand to allow regular fluid intake.

	Myth 10:
	Young, fit people won’t be harmed by hot weather.  


	Fact: 
	Young, fit people can become ill during a heatwave.   


Anyone can become ill if exposed to very hot weather, especially if they are very active, don’t drink enough, and are not in the shade. 

If you are a carer of an older person, it is important that you also look after yourself by drinking adequate fluid, wearing a hat and loose-fitting, light-coloured clothing, staying indoors during the hottest part of the day, and spending several hours in a cool environment.

