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Exposure to wildfire smoke is increasing cardiopulmonary mortality and is especially harmful to people 

with preexisting respiratory conditions such as asthma 3,64,83.

Parts of the world are becoming hotter and drier, which will increase wildfire prevalence, intensity, 

duration and frequency30,64. Changing climates, forest management, and land use have extended the 

impact of wildfires from largely undeveloped wild lands to urban and suburban communities. This 

extension into areas with greater population density places more people at risk.

Wildfire smoke is a mixture of hazardous air pollutants and airborne particulate matter (PM)7.

The purpose of this scoping review is to broadly explore research on the health effects of wildfires and  

nursing’s contribution to the science. A scoping review is used to explore the extent and type of 

research being conducted in an area, identify research gaps, and determine if a systematic review is 

feasible or needed40.

Background and Purpose

Methods

Conclusion and Implications for Research and Practice

PubMed, CINAHL and Google Scholar databases were searched for articles using MeSH and search terms 

including “nursing” and “wildfires,” “particulate matter,” “smoke” and “theory.”

Inclusion criteria: publications between 2004 and 2019 in peer-reviewed journals, available in English 

language, and either data-based original research or publishing results from a literature review. 

Nursing’s contribution was classified as published in a nursing journal including at least one nurse author. 
Limitations
A major limitation of a scoping review is the lack of an assessment of article quality40. However, we balanced that 

weakness with our overall purpose, which was broad. 
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Figure 1. Publications by year, 2004-2019 
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Number of Publications

Research Design n = 69

Systemic/Literature Review 19 (28%)

Retrospective Study 10 (14%)

Case-crossover design 7 (10%)

Cross-sectional survey 4 (6%)

Case Study 3 (4%)

Qualitative 2 (3%)

Epidemiologic Analysis 2 (3%)

Generalized Linear Model 2 (3%)

Quasi-experimental 2 (3%)

Mixed Methods 1 (1%)

Population-based Study 1 (1%)

Spatiotemporal Analysis 1 (1%)

Other 13 (18%)

This scoping review examined publications related to wildfires and health and explored the nursing science 

contributions. Over three quarters of the articles focused on studying the health effects of exposure to wildfire smoke. 

Another 10% reflected disaster planning in varied settings. Mental health was the focus of 6% of the articles and 

emerging evidence reinforces that this is an important area for further research 73,77.

More research from nurses and other disciplines is needed in all areas of wildfires and effects to human health 

including vulnerable populations, long-term effects, health within schools, occupational health, mitigation of effects, 

and communication surrounding wildfires. Randomized control trials testing exposure reduction strategies and 

prospective cohort studies measuring preclinical changes to lung function would strengthen our knowledge of health 

effects from wildfire smoke.

Nursing’s contribution to wildfire research needs to increase to meet the demands of this rapidly growing, 

international problem. Nurses are key in conducting research and translating results to hospital, clinical, and 

community settings. 

Primary Focus Area n = 69

Negative health effects 54 (78%)

Disaster Planning 7 (10%)

Mental Stressors 4 (6%)

Public health messages 3  (4%)

Environmental effects 1 (1%)

At-risk Populations n = 69

Nonspecific/Unspecified 30 (43%)

Adults with a specific condition 
(respiratory, burn, etc.)

18 (26%)

Children/Adolescents 8 (12%)

Infants 5 (7%)

Adults (general) 3 (4%)

Elderly 3 (4%)

Firefighters 2 (3%)

Caregivers 2 (3%)

African Americans and Asian 
Populations

1 (1%)

Target Site n = 69

Community 37 (53%)

Hospital/Care Facility 28 (41%)

Unspecified 4 (6%)

Region of 
Focus

Publications by 
Journal

Total results yielded: 69 articles in 47 journals. Most articles were in environmental journals (n=28). Total 

of 8 in nursing journals (See tables 1-3 and figure1)

Results

Nursing Contributions

10 articles were either written by a nurse or published in a nursing journal. 

Most nursing articles focused on wildfires as a disaster, highlighting topics such as the role of the 

registered nurse in each phase of the disease cycle, hospital disaster management, rural environments.

Nursing journals included the specialties emergency nursing, orthopedic nursing and nurse practitioners. 

There was a guide for nurse practitioners specific to treatment of patients during smoke events36 and a 

nurse author who examined public health messaging and communication during smoke events35
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