
From policy to practice : How prepared 
are care homes in England for heatwaves?

As temperatures in the UK continue to rise, the ageing population, especially care home residents, are becoming more vulnerable to heat related illness and death. Summer 2022 
saw temperatures reach 40.3°C for the first time1, resulting in 1,256 excess deaths in people over the age of 65.2 

To address this growing risk, the UK government published two new national guidance documents aimed at social care managers: ‘Supporting vulnerable people before and during 
hot weather: social care managers’ and ‘Heat-Health Alert action card for health and social care providers’. 3 However, evidence suggests that care homes remain underprepared for 
the growing risk of heatwaves.4,5

BACKGROUND

This study aimed to explore whether care homes in England are prepared for heatwaves and evaluate 
how effective the national guidance is in aiding this preparedness by answering the following research 
questions:

1.	How do care homes perceive heat risk?
2.	What measures are taken to prepare for heatwaves?
3.	How is national policy understood and translated into everyday practice?

AIM
This study utilised a thematic analysis of:

1.	6 semi-structured interviews with 4 care home managers 
and 2 local government officials. 

2.	A policy document analysis of the two national guidance 
documents named above.

METHODOLOGY

FINDINGS

“WE PRINT OUT POSTERS 
[WITH GUIDANCE] THAT ARE  
PUT THROUGHOUT THE HOME AND 
WE’VE GOT THE INTRANET AS WELL.”

“WE PROBABLY DON’T SPEND
ENOUGH TIME STRUCTURING 
A PREPARATION PLAN.”

These findings largely contrast the current literature on heatwave preparedness in care homes which finds that care homes fail to prepare for heatwaves. This study finds that 
multiple heatwave adaptations are made, including changes to the building, routines, food and drink. For example, all care homes adapted their menus by providing cold meals 
with high water content during heatwaves. Nevertheless, it remains unclear if these changes are a result of the new national guidance.

The format of the guidance plays a key role in its uptake, engagement was greater with the Heat-Health Alerts which are shorter and more action oriented than the national 
guidance. Moreover, the national guidance was found to be short-term in nature, failing to address the infrastructural changes that buildings in England will require as temperatures 
rise, and although cross-sector collaboration is highlighted as a priority, the necessary systems are not in place to ensure that local authorities are equipped to support care homes 
during heatwaves.

These gaps suggest that while immediate measures are generally effective, long-term resilience will require different formats, more effective communication and the inclusion  
of climate change in the care home inspection framework to hold care homes accountable.

DISCUSSION

“THIS BUILDING IS NOT BUILT
TO BE PREPARED FOR HEAT.”

“I WOULDN’T SAY THERE ARE MANY
CHALLENGES BECAUSE IF YOU’RE
PREPARED, YOU’RE PREPARED.”

“IT’S A BALANCE OF ALLOWING
PEOPLE TO BE FREE, BUT ALSO
WORRYING ABOUT THEIR WELLBEING.”

“IN THE LAST TWO YEARS, IT’S 
[HEATWAVE PLANNING] REALLY  
PICKED UP.”

All care homes recognised
heatwaves as a risk to
their residents.

Heatwave planning has
become more common
and robust over the last
few years.

Care home managers showed a large degree of 
confidence in their preparations and did not report 
many challenges.

There is a trade-off between resident autonomy and 
safety. Even if care homes implement all the government
recommendations, residents still need to choose  
to protect themselves.

Cross-sector coordination was inconsistent, especially 
between the local authority and care homes revealing  
a structural issue in the guidance.

Implementation of recommendations from the national 
guidance was inconsistent with some recommendations 
more widely used than others.

Heat-Health Alerts that are sent during heatwaves were 
used much more widely than the national guidance 
documents.

Physical structures were perceived as a barrier  
to heatwave preparedness.

Half of the care homes  
had internal heatwave
policies.

Care homes are making
adaptations to prepare for
heatwaves, both before 
and during summer.

“An integrated response
to severe weather events 
across sectors” is a key aim 
of the national guidance.

The national guidance recommends 
short-term actions to prevent building 
overheating, but long-term adaptations 
will require funding.
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