
 

Floods and other emergencies can be extra
tough for people with dementia and their
caregivers. Here's how to help

October 25 2022, by Sabrina Pit, Louise Horstmanshof and Robert G
Lingard
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As we write from New South Wales' Northern Rivers region, other parts

1/6



 

of eastern Australia are facing conditions that recall uncomfortable
memories from the 2017 floods and those in March this year. Many
people are fatigued and still coming to terms with those devastating
natural disasters.

We know from previous research people with pre-existing mental health
conditions and poorer health are more likely to live in flood zones.

Val, a dementia advocate who has been diagnosed with the
neurodegenerative disease, knows this all too well.

"My house flooded in March and then I spent a week in a local
evacuation center because I could not get home. My house was covered
in mud like so many other houses, and we had to throw out a lot of
things. Eight months later, drips of disappointment continue. I still think,
I'll go downstairs and get that but no, it has been tossed out."

Extreme weather events are increasing globally and so are the numbers
of people living with or expected to develop dementia. Floods are
stressful for everybody—especially Australians living with dementia and
those who care for them. But planning and preparation can help.

Stressful situations

In stressful situations, such as flooding and exposure to other natural
disasters, people living with dementia may respond in unexpected ways.
This might include disorientation, restlessness, wandering or not being
able to recognize people or things.

Symptoms may increase as will the risk of functional decline (a decrease
in the daily tasks a person can do independently). All this also adds extra
stress for caregivers.
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https://www.abc.net.au/news/2022-10-24/live-flood-weather-updates-victoria-nsw-queensland-latest/101568354
https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007/s11069-020-03887-z.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-FZk5g_tAIU
https://www.alzint.org/resource/numbers-of-people-with-dementia-worldwide/
https://www.dementia.org.au/statistics
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29781774/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/stressful+situations/
https://www.sahealth.sa.gov.au/wps/wcm/connect/public+content/sa+health+internet/clinical+resources/clinical+programs+and+practice+guidelines/older+people/care+of+older+people+toolkit/what+is+functional+decline#:~:text=Functional%20decline%20is%20the%20decrement,as%20day%20two%20of%20hospitalisation.


 

Dementia Australia gives the following seven tips every caregiver can
use to support people living with dementia:

look for simple changes to make home life easier, such as
prepared meals or cleaning help
allow extra time and space for the person to do things for
themselves as much as possible
listen without always trying to jump in and problem-solve
give the person with dementia extra time to search for words they
can't find immediately
make use of clever technology, such as reminder alerts or safety
warnings
help them plan social activities
encourage safe active movement and healthy choices.

These principles apply to preparing for, responding to and recovering
from an emergency too.

Be prepared

To simplify the emergency experience for someone living with dementia
and engage them in the process, there are several tools to help you
prepare for natural disasters. These include the Emergency Preparedness
Toolkit for People Living with Dementia or the checklists in Preparing
for a Natural Disaster—the Guide to Using RediPlan for Caregivers of
People with Dementia.

Based on our first-hand experiences of working in flood evacuation
centers, we know they can be very loud, chaotic and disorienting spaces.

While recognizing the practical difficulties of establishing evacuation
centers in the middle of a crisis, staff can help provide structural and 
emotional support for people with dementia and their caregivers by:
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https://www.dementia.org.au/sites/default/files/2020-10/20201021_MR_Seven_Tips_FINAL.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/natural+disasters/
https://pblob1storage.blob.core.windows.net/public/nadrc/docs/2022-NADRC-Emergency-Prep-Toolkit-04202022.pdf
https://pblob1storage.blob.core.windows.net/public/nadrc/docs/2022-NADRC-Emergency-Prep-Toolkit-04202022.pdf
https://dementiaresearch.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/2447_DCRC_Prep_natural_disaster_flipbook7press.pdf
https://dementiaresearch.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/2447_DCRC_Prep_natural_disaster_flipbook7press.pdf
https://dementiaresearch.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2017/10/2447_DCRC_Prep_natural_disaster_flipbook7press.pdf
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/emotional+support/


 

identifying people with dementia quickly and assessing their
needs. A family member or friend may be able to help
providing quiet, calming spaces within evacuation centers to
reduce stress
prioritizing people living with dementia for relocation to safe,
stable accommodation rather than remaining for long periods
within the unfamiliar center among unfamiliar faces
including a component of dementia awareness training for
emergency services providers, including volunteers.

Flash flooding in Cooma!!!

Our Cooma-Monaro Unit, Queanbeyan and Snowy River Unit
are assisting the Cooma community with the flash flooding that
suddenly hit during a localized storm this morning, which has
resulted in isolated houses and main road closures. 
pic.twitter.com/wBM47ptwOc

— NSW SES (@NSWSES) October 24, 2022

Stay connected online

People need digital skills to be able to access information and for
communication during disasters. Social media is often used for
information exchange and disaster warnings. But access can be a barrier
for older people.

However, there is increasing evidence digital technologies, such as
mobile phones and computers, can prevent social isolation and loneliness
in dementia. We found this in our local community as well.

Last year, Dementia Inclusive Ballina ran a digital training program with
50 caregivers. We found the number of people who had talked to loved
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https://t.co/wBM47ptwOc
https://twitter.com/NSWSES/status/1584689413510012932?ref_src=twsrc%5Etfw
https://bmcgeriatr.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12877-021-02159-0
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/older+people/
https://content.iospress.com/articles/journal-of-alzheimers-disease/jad220438
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/local+community/
https://dementiainclusiveballina.org.au/


 

ones in the previous four weeks online had doubled after extra training
in the use of Zoom, WhatsApp, and other communication tools.

The federal government's Be Connected program for older Australians is
a network of community organizations who support older Australians to
improve their digital literacy.

You can help by teaching people living with dementia and their
caregivers how to access natural disaster information and how to connect
during a disaster. These skills are an important part of any digital
training program for older people.

Have a network of people around you

The caring role can be an all-consuming one. People living with
dementia and their caregivers are at high risk of being socially isolated.
That means they can be hard to reach, especially during disasters.

Caregivers should be identified and supported to look after their own
health. Prioritizing caregivers' health and living environment enables
them to continue to look after their loved ones after a disaster.

You can help them by:

reaching out and asking if you can help. Practical assistance
might be cleaning up after the disaster, assisting with shopping,
charging phones if there is a power outage, or just lending a
helpful ear so caregivers can debrief
following up down the track when post-traumatic stress can
surface. Care is crucial to support long-term recovery
taking it a step further and creating a dementia-inclusive
community with a group of local people.
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https://www.beconnectednetwork.org.au/news-events/be-connected-program-launched-older-australians
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S037851221830183X


 

Dementia Australia has useful resources to make your community
dementia inclusive (in Ballina, for example, we draw on research
evidence to connect caregivers and people with dementia in the region)
and there's an International Standard too.

Emergencies like floods are incredibly stressful for everyone. With
preparation, online connections and a strong social network they can
show the strength of community and caring, especially for people living
with dementia, and their caregivers.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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https://www.dementia.org.au/sites/default/files/helpsheets/Helpsheet-Environment03_HowToDesign_english.pdf
https://dementiainclusiveballina.org.au/
https://dementiainclusiveballina.org.au/
https://www.iso.org/standard/76436.html
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/dementia/
https://theconversation.com
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