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Implications for Cooperative Extension. Hold an educational program for caregivers and prospective long-term care residents to make them aware of need to inquire whether a facility has in place a disaster preparedness plan. And whether staff  regularly undergo training drills.

Tornadoes occur regularly in Oklahoma, especially in the spring and early summer, often causing major destruction, injuries or death.  Between 1996 and 1999, 391 tornadoes touched down in Oklahoma leaving 57 dead and over a billion dollars in damages.  Thus, the question, how prepared are Oklahoma long-term care facilities for coping with in tornado?

Federal regulations require all nursing homes receiving government funding to have detailed plans for managing severe storms.  Facilities must have written detailed plans and all staff members must have adequate disaster preparedness knowledge.     However, each nursing home must draft their own disaster plans giving consideration to the structure of the facility and according to local safety codes.    There are no specific measures that must be universally implemented.

A recent study evaluated tornado preparation in Oklahoma nursing homes.  Staff members in 12 nursing homes located in a large Oklahoma metropolitan area participated.  The Staff members were sorted into three categories, administrative, nursing, and auxiliary.  Administrative staff included, executive directors, registered dietitians, and financial directors.  Nursing staff included nurse directors, floor nurses, nursing aides, and medical assistants.  Auxiliary staff included maintenance workers, custodial employees, and dietary assistants.  All staff members were surveyed to assess 1). current knowledge of tornadoes, and 2.) levels of tornado preparation of the nursing home staff.  

Results: Tornado Knowledge: Over all nursing home staff had an adequate level of tornado understanding.  Administrative staff scored highest 91.4% followed by the auxiliary staff with 88.2%.  The nursing staff scored lowest with 77%.  

Tornado Preparedness: Survey results indicate that nursing home staff were not adequately prepared to cope with the disaster of a tornado.  Overall staff members received an average score of 68.3%.  Administrative employees were least aware of procedures to follow in a tornado disaster, scoring 64.8%.  Nursing staff scored 67.0% and the auxiliary staff appears most prepared for tornado activity with an average score of 73.5%

Survey results clearly indicate a lack of awareness of preparedness procedures for tornados even though all nursing homes are supposed to have written procedures in place.   An interview of administrative staff indicated that 8% of the facilities had no written plans and procedures to follow in the event of a tornado.   Amazingly 18% of the nursing staff and 34 % of the auxiliary employees were not aware of any written procedures for their facilities.  Eighteen percent of administrative staff, 32% of nursing staff and 42% of the auxiliary staff indicated that their facility preformed no regular tornado drills. 

Implications: The result of this study sheds light in to the levels of tornado disaster preparedness in nursing homes.  While nursing home participants had relatively high knowledge about tornadoes, preparations for tornado disasters is very lacking.  While the study looked at nursing homes in a small geographic area, the information gained can be 

helpful to long-term care facilities in other regions for planning purposes. 

Recommendations:

1. States should develop guidelines to be implemented when severe weather conditions exist.  Each facility should designate a person to monitor the National Weather Service bulletins during the storm season, and the administrative director should assign specific staff certain duties to carry out when severe weather strikes.

2. Each state should develop a set of guidelines for long-term care facilities to implement when tornado warnings are issued.   Residents should be notified of impending storm and directed not to leave the building.  Should the National Weather Service give a “take cover” directive, all staff should assist in moving residents to a safe area of the building.   

3. Facility directors should make sure that staff members are aware of tornado procedures on a regular basis. 

4. Training drills should be held periodically.

A better understanding of tornados and procedures to follow during a potential disaster would be helpful to both residents and staff members. 
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