














Disasters 
disproportionately affect 
vulnerable populations.





Disaster definition

Definition: International Federation of the Red Cross/ Red Crescent



Chronic and Comorbid Disease

Cognitive Impairment

Social IsolationFrailty



Disasters exacerbate existing 
vulnerabilities for older adults. 

Community supports are interrupted.
Health care services are disrupted. 

Loss of basic infrastructure affects chronic disease processes.





Opportunities and challenges

“We fail to evacuate when advised. We 
rebuild in flood zones. We don’t wear 
helmets. We fail to purchase 
insurance. We would rather avoid the 
risk of “crying wolf” than sound an 
alarm.”

We don’t conduct data-driven 
research to understand the effects 
of disasters on population health.



Opportunities and Challenges

Research challenges:
•Reliance on cross-sectional or 
anecdotal accounts of 
individual disasters

•Little linkage to generalizable 
knowledge about after effects 
of disasters

•Linking large datasets to 
specific disasters



“Disaster research does not necessarily require a 
disaster. Available data should be mined to 
understand the impact of disasters on the elderly 
population. These include data from Medicare’s 
home health care payment program and other 
home health agencies that are required to 
undertake a similar assessment.”
*Committee Report, National Institute of Aging. Advancing Behavioral and Social Research on the Elderly in Disasters. 2009. 





Setting: 2011 Southeast Superstorm
n=28,475



Methods
•Data source: MedPAR
•Self Controlled Case Series
• Individuals serve as their own controls and confounders 
are controlled for within the modeling

•Analysis based on when an event happened



Hospitalizations for older adults 
increased significantly in the 

month after one major disaster.





Health Risk Behaviors Among 
Older Adults after Disaster



Research Question: Do health risk behaviors change after 
disaster?

•Data Sources:



Health Risk Behaviors Among 
Older Adults after Disaster









Cancer cases diagnosed six months before Hurricane Katrina.
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15 parishes included
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Prevention Early 
Detection

Diagnosis Treatment Survivor-
ship

End of Life 
Care

Cancer Control Continuum



How can we do better?



“With a shared healthy community vision, strategic planning that 
prioritizes health, and coordinated implementation, disaster 
recovery can result in communities that are healthier, more 
livable places for current and future generations to grow and 
thrive—communities that are better prepared for future 
adversities.”

National Academy of Medicine, 2015






