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THE HEAT IS ON

The National Institute for Occupa-
tional Safety and Health (NIOSH)
says these factors make workers
susceptible to heat illness:

Age. Older workers are at in-
creased risk of heat illness, and
acclimatization is less effective in
older workers. NIOSH suggests
that working for shorter periods
between breaks can help protect
these workers.

Pregnancy. Pregnant women
have a higher-than-normal body
temperature throughout preg-
nancy, and heat tolerance de-
creases as pregnancy progresses.

Obesity. Obese individuals are
3.5 times more likely to suffer
heat illness than other workers.

Medication. Both illegal and pre-
scription drugs can affect the
body’s fluid balance and thermo-
regulation. Ask your doctor or
pharmacist about the effects of
your medication on heat tolerance.

Alcohol significantly reduces heat
tolerance and should be avoided. 

Regarding caffeine: Recent studies
show that caffeinated fluids have
an effect on fluid balance similar to
that of water, so a cup of coffee
shouldn’t increase your risk.
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Heatstroke redefined
Learn about ‘exertional’ heatstroke
The National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health (NIOSH) has updated
its Criteria for a Recommended Standard: Occupational Exposure to Heat and
Hot Environments  for the first time since 1986. The most significant change is in
the definition of “heatstroke.”

The accepted definition of “heatstroke” includes confusion, unconsciousness,
and/or convulsions, accompanied by a lack of sweating. Workers were warned that
if they stopped sweating, heatstroke was imminent. This type of heatstroke, now
called “classic heatstroke,”  isn’t the type that most commonly strikes workers.

NIOSH says that “exertional heatstroke”  is more common in workers—and
profuse sweating is one of its symptoms. So workers who have been taught that
sweating is a positive sign are actually at increased risk.

Exertional heatstroke is caused by the combination of heat exposure and heavy
physical exertion, and can lead to a condition called rhabdomyolysis. Symptoms
of rhabdomyolysis include muscle pain and cramping, swelling, weakness, and
decreased range of motion. Fatigue, abdominal pain, back pain, nausea or
vomiting, and confusion may also occur. However, many cases occur with very
mild symptoms that are mistaken for heat stress. This creates a potentially
dangerous situation because these workers don’t receive the intensive medical
intervention they require.

Another potential complication of rhabdomyolysis is compartment syndrome,
or swelling in a specific type of muscle, usually in the lower extremities, that
blocks blood flow. Compartment syndrome is often delayed—it may take several
hours to develop—and can lead to permanent loss of function in the affected limb.

Symptoms of compartment syndrome include the “5 Ps”: pain, pallor,
pulselessness, paresthesias (sensation of tingling, numbness, or burning, usually
felt in the hands, feet, arms, or legs), and paralysis. Pain is the most common and
tends to be extremely severe. Workers who experience these symptoms must go to
a hospital immediately. Quick surgical intervention is required to treat
compartment syndrome.

Both types of heatstroke are accompanied by extremely high body temperature,
and both types are a medical emergency that require immediate medical attention.
First aid includes cooling the worker as quickly as possible by any means
available, including an ice bath, circulating air around the worker, and placing cold
packs on the head, neck, armpits, and groin. For exertional heatstroke, oral
hydration is vital.
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HEAT APP & WEBSITE

In a joint media teleconference
National Weather Service (NWS)
Deputy Director Laura Furgione
and Occupational Safety and
Health Administration (OSHA)
administrator David Michaels, PhD,
announced that their organizations
are teaming up to improve
awareness about dangerous heat
conditions.

For example, OSHA has enhanced
its Heat Safety Tool smartphone
app, which allows workers and
supervisors to calculate the heat
index at their worksite. The app
lets the user know instantly if
workers are in the high-risk zone
due to heat and humidity and
indicates the necessary
precautions to take. The app is
free and available for iPhone and
Android at https://www.osha.gov
/SLTC/heatillness/heat_index
/heat_app.html.

In addition, Furgione said the
weather service now provides
better warnings about the risks
and called on meteorologists to
include information about worker
safety during their broadcasts.
NWS has created a new heat
safety page at
http://www.weather.gov/rah/heat .

Heatstroke redefined quiz
Test what you know
Choose the correct response for each of the following statements.

1. Caffeine significantly reduces heat tolerance and should be avoided.
True  False

2. Profuse sweating is a sign of “exertional heatstroke.”   True  False
3. “Compartment syndrome,” a potential complication of exertional

heatstroke, happens very quickly.   True  False
4. Symptoms of compartment syndrome include the “5 Cs.”   True  False
5. Both types of heatstroke, “classic” and “exertional,” are medical

emergencies that require immediate medical attention.   True  False

 

ANSWERS
1. False. Recent studies have found that caffeinated fluids have an effect on fluid
balance similar to that of water, so that morning cup of coffee shouldn’t increase

workers’ risk. 2. True. 3. False. Compartment syndrome is often delayed—it may
take several hours to develop—and can lead to permanent loss of function in the
affected limb. 4. False. Symptoms of compartment syndrome include the “5 Ps”:

pain, pallor, pulselessness, paresthesias (sensation of tingling, numbness, or
burning, usually felt in the hands, feet, arms, or legs), and paralysis. 5. True.

Beat the heat
Take these precautions
The combination of heat and humidity can pose a huge health risk during the
summer months. Hot environments can increase risk of accidents due to:

Slippery, sweaty palms;
Dizziness;
Foggy glasses, safety and/or prescription; and
A heat-related decline in alertness.

When people are overheated, they also become more irritable and angry, and may
be more likely to take shortcuts. Avoid accidents by taking these precautions to
beat the heat:

Drink plenty of water,  even before feeling thirsty. Without sufficient
fluids, you can pretty much count on problems to arise in warm weather.
The California Occupational Safety and Health Administration
recommends that employees drink four 8-ounce glasses of water, or about a
quart, per hour throughout their work shift. A key to preventing heat illness
is to frequently drink small quantities.
Wear light, loose-fitting, breathable clothing.
Take frequent short breaks in cool shade.
Eat smaller meals  before work activity.
Avoid caffeine, alcohol, and large amounts of sugar.
Check with an occupational nurse or a physician to see if there are
any risks associated with specific medications.

http://www.weather.gov/rah/heat
https://www.osha.gov/SLTC/heatillness/heat_index/heat_app.html

