What are the effects of heat on the body?
When the air temperature or humidity rises above the range for comfort, problems can arise.
The first effects relate to how you feel. Exposure to more heat can cause health problems and
may affect performance.
As the temperature or heat burden increases, people may feel:
•
•
•

Increased irritability.
Loss of concentration and ability to do mental tasks.
Loss of ability to do skilled tasks or heavy work.

In moderately hot environments, the body "goes to work" to get rid of excess heat so it can
maintain its normal body temperature. The heart rate increases to pump more blood through
outer body parts and skin so that excess heat is lost to the environment, and sweating occurs.
These changes place additional demands on the body. Changes in blood flow and excessive
sweating reduce a person's ability to do physical and mental work. Manual work creates
additional metabolic heat and adds to the body heat burden. When the environmental
temperature rises above 30°C, it may interfere with the performance of mental tasks.

What are the illnesses caused by heat exposure?
Heat exposure causes the following illnesses:
Heat edema is swelling which generally occurs among people who are not acclimatized to
working in hot conditions. Swelling is often most noticeable in the ankles. Recovery occurs
after a day or two in a cool environment.
Heat rashes are tiny red spots on the skin which cause a prickling sensation during heat
exposure. The spots are the result of inflammation caused when the ducts of sweat glands
become plugged.
Heat cramps are sharp pains in the muscles that may occur alone or be combined with one of
the other heat stress disorders. The cause is salt imbalance resulting from the failure to
replace salt lost with sweat. Cramps most often occur when people drink large amounts of
water without sufficient salt (electrolyte) replacement.
Heat exhaustion is caused by loss of body water and salt through excessive sweating. Signs
and symptoms of heat exhaustion include: heavy sweating, weakness, dizziness, visual
disturbances, intense thirst, nausea, headache, vomiting, diarrhea, muscle cramps,
breathlessness, palpitations, tingling and numbness of the hands and feet. Recovery occurs
after resting in a cool area and consuming cool drinks (e.g., water, clear juice, or a sports
drink).

Heat syncope is heat-induced dizziness and fainting induced by temporarily insufficient flow
of blood to the brain while a person is standing. It occurs mostly among unacclimatized
people. It is caused by the loss of body fluids through sweating, and by lowered blood
pressure due to pooling of blood in the legs. Recovery is rapid after rest in a cool area.
Heat stroke is the most serious type of heat illness. Signs of heat stroke include body
temperature often greater than 41°C, and complete or partial loss of consciousness. Sweating
is not a good sign of heat stress as there are two types of heat stroke - "classical" where there
is little or no sweating (usually occurs in children, persons who are chronically ill, and the
elderly), and "exertional" where body temperature rises because of strenuous exercise or
work and sweating is usually present.
Heat stroke requires immediate first aid and medical attention. Delayed treatment may result
in death.

