
Health Corner
Ten questions about accidental hypothermia

Winter and cold weather bring many health hazards, 
ranging from broken bones due to falls to heart attacks, 
frostbite, asthma. While everyone’s health is endangered by 
lengthy exposure to very cold temperatures, the old are 
particularly vulnerable. Even mildly cool temperatures 
between 60-65 degrees can trigger a condition known as 
accidental hypothermia, a drop in deep body temperature 
that can be fatal if not detected and treated properly. 
Diseases of the veins and arteries and treatment with cer
tain drugs make a person more susceptible to this condition.

Accidental hypothermia is not a new condition, but 
recognition of it is recent. Credit for describing it goes 
largely to research done in Great Britain over the past 25 
years. About 10 percent of a random population of British 65 
and over were classified as potential victims. Their risk 
depended on several factors:

•  if they were alone and therefore could not get help if 
they had an accident.

•  if they did not shiver or become pale because their 
body’s warming system did not work properly.

•  if they were taking drugs which hampered their body’s 
ability to regulate temperature, such as phenothiazines 
(drugs commonly used to treat anxiety, depression, nausea, 
and other conditions).

WHAT IS HYPOTHERMIA?
Hypothermia is an abnormally low body temperature - 

typically 95 degrees and under. While a person’s skin 
temperature may frequently drop, this is not hypothermia 
because it does not necessarily reflect the internal body 
temperature.

Hypothermia can be induced deliberately, as in some 
types of surgery in which the patient is chilled to slow 
metabolism, breathing, heartbeat, and other physiological 
processes. Accidental hypothermia may occur in indivi
duals of any age who are exposed to brutally cold tempera
tures without any protection. However, significant numbers 
of elderly become victims of accidental hypothermia after 
exposure to relatively mild cold.

WHO IS AT RISK?
The elderly probably account for nearly half of all victims 

of accidental hypothermia. Infants under one are also 
susceptible, as are a few adults between 35 and 64 years old. 
Immature temperature control is thought to be the reason 
for the occurrence of the condition in infants. The cause in 
middle-aged adults is still not understood.

Among the elderly, the likeliest victims of accidental 
hypothermia are the very old, the poor unable to afford 
adequate heating, and those whose bodies do not respond 
to cold normally. The greatest risk is to those aged whose 
temperature regulation is defective; they do not shiver and 
therefore cannot conserve body heat when they need it 
most.

HOW MANY PEOPLE ARE AFFECTED?
Accidental hypothermia is believed to kill thousands of 

people every year in Great Britain. The actual fatalities may 
be much higher, since the symptoms of the condition 
imitate those of many other illnesses, and even an autopsy 
will not definitely indicate if a person died from accidentali 
hypothermia.

The number of deaths from accidental hypothermia 
among the elderly in the United States is not known, but it 
may well be higher than in Great Britain because there aire 
more elderly in the U.S., and larger areas with harsh winter 
weather. In addition, a greater number of our older popula
tion is taking drugs that reduce the body’s ability to protect 
itself against cold. Based on British studies that found that 
10 percent of the aged in Great Britadn were susceptible to 
accidental hypothermia, at least 2.3 million elderly in the 
United States could be vulnerable.

W HY ARE THE AGED ESPECIALLY VULNERABLE TO 
ACCIDENTAL HYPOTHERMIA?

No one is sure why, but with advancing age most people 
experience a general reduction of resistance to and ability
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