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Some say the world will end in fire;
Some say in ice.
From what I’ve tasted of desire
I hold with those who favor fire.
--Robert Frost, “Fire and Ice”
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A dangerous rise in internal temperature is called hyperthermia; a dangerous fall in internal temperature is called hypothermia. This chapter is about how to prevent burns and how to prevent
hypothermia and hyperthermia.

Burns and Scalds
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The causes of burn injuries can be thought of as falling into three categories: being
burned through contact with open flame, being burned through contact with a hot surface, and
being burned through contact with hot liquids or steam (fig. 3.1).

<FIGURE 3.1 ABOUT HERE>
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A wide variety of circumstances can set the stage for burns and scalds. Here are some accounts of burns and scalds among people 65 and older treated in emergency departments in 2010:
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•

picked up a hot pot from the stove and burned hand

•

reached over a stove to grab a pot and sleeve caught fire

•

turned around while cooking at a gas stove, and nightgown caught fire

•

hair caught fire while blowing out a candle
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I never thought that something like this would have happened to me. There I was one minute,
cooking dinner over the stove, and the next minute I was being rushed to the emergency room by
my son-in-law. All I wanted to do was make dinner for the family. I should have paid more attention to the big, blousy sleeves I was wearing.
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How can these injuries be prevented? That’s the topic of the following sections, which are
organized according to the three underlying hazards: open flames, hot surfaces, and hot liquids.

Open Flames
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Factors that increase the risk for fire-related injury and mortality among older people
include decreased mobility, hearing loss, loss of sense of smell, and confusion. Open flame is
an obvious fire hazard. So, the first exercise is to look for the use of open flame (including pilot
lights) in the home.

		The Kitchen
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Open flame in the kitchen is likely to be limited to the oven or cook-top. The gas cooktop presents the highest risk of open flame hazard to the person who reaches near or over a lit
burner (table 3.1). The best preventive measure is to turn off burners before removing pans from
them.

<TABLE 3.1 ABOUT HERE>
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Other Rooms

Candles can be lovely and add warmth and pleasant scents to a room, but they also are an
open flame hazard. Many candles have been recalled for posing a fire hazard when they themselves caught fire or when they caught other items on fire. In 2011, the U.S. Consumer Product
Safety Commission (CPSC) issued the following statement:
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Fire pots that use gel present an unreasonable risk of fire-related injury because they can
spread or spew ignited fuel onto users and surroundings. Unlike candles, these products
do not have a wick to sustain the flame. If these pots tip over while ignited, fuel and
fire will spread quickly. Fire pots are portable, decorative lighting accents marketed for
indoor and outdoor use. Their purpose is decorative. They provide some illumination and
are not intended to provide heat.1

The gel fuel used with the fire pots is viscous, like syrup, and is made primarily of alcohol, so it
burns clean, without smoke or ash (box 3.1).

<BOX 3.1 ABOUT HERE>
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1. U.S. Consumer Product Safety Commission, “Fire Pots Present Real Hazard” (April
2011), http://www.cpsc.gov/fire-pots-present-real-hazard.html.
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