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Office of the Assistant Secretary for Preparedness and Response 


Special Medical Needs: 

Definitions and Related Terms  


Special medical needs populations are defined as those individuals, typically living in the community outside of 
a medical setting or environment, who need support to maintain an adequate level of health and independence 
during times of emergency. Included under this category are individuals who before, during, and after an 
emergency are medically dependent on uninterrupted electricity for therapies, require continual or intermittent 
medical care/support from a health care professional, or are not self-sufficient with the loss of adequate support 
from caregivers. The Venn diagram below may assist with the understanding of this population and its 
relationship to special needs and medical needs populations. Another way of understanding the relationship is to 
assume that special medical needs populations are a subset of special needs populations and medical needs 
populations, but not vice versa. 

The National Response Framework (NRF) defines special needs population as populations whose members 
may have additional needs before, during, and after an incident in functional areas, including but not limited to: 
maintaining independence, communication, transportation, supervision, and medical care. Individuals in need of 
additional response assistance may include those who have disabilities; who live in institutionalized settings; 
who are elderly; who are children; who are from diverse cultures; who have limited English proficiency or are 
non-English speaking; or who are transportation disadvantaged. 

Furthermore, HHS has developed the following definition of at-risk individuals: Before, during, and after an 
incident, members of at-risk populations may have additional needs in one or more of the following functional 
areas: communication, medical care, maintaining independence, supervision, and transportation.  In addition to 
those individuals specifically recognized as at-risk in the Pandemic and All-Hazards Preparedness Act (i.e., 
children, senior citizens, and pregnant women), individuals who may need additional response assistance 
include those who have disabilities; live in institutionalized settings; are from diverse cultures; have limited 
English proficiency or are non-English speaking; are transportation disadvantaged; have chronic medical 
disorders; and have pharmacological dependency.   

This HHS definition of at-risk individuals is designed to be compatible with the NRF definition of special needs 
populations. The difference between the illustrative list of at-risk individuals in the HHS definition and the NRF 
definition of special needs is that the NRF definition does not include pregnant women, those who have chronic 
medical disorders, or those who have pharmacological dependency. The HHS definition includes these three 
other groups because pregnant women are specifically designated as at-risk in the Pandemic and All-Hazards 
Preparedness Act and those who have chronic medical disorders or pharmacological dependency are two other 
populations that HHS has a specific mandate to serve.  
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