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HHHeeeaaattt   SSStttrrreeeSSSSSS   
Avoiding Heat Injuries 
 
Minor illnesses such as heat cramps are typically the first sign of heat injury, but without medical intervention, 
these conditions can progress to heat exhaustion and heat stroke. Persons with any of the following symptoms 
should seek immediate medical attention.  
 
Heat cramps are painful muscle spasms that occur in the abdomen, arms or legs. Individuals who sweat 
profusely in the heat and drink large quantities of water but fail to adequately replace the body’s salt loss are 
most at risk of heat cramps.  
 
Heat exhaustion is the most common heat injury. A person suffering from heat exhaustion still sweats but 
experiences extreme weakness or fatigue, nausea or headache. Other primary symptoms include clammy and 
moist skin, a pale or flushed complexion and a normal or slightly elevated body temperature. Additional warning 
signs include heavy sweating, an unsteady walk, dizziness, giddiness, rapid pulse and shortness of breath.  
 
Heat stroke is the most serious heat injury. It occurs when the body’s temperature regulation system fails and 
sweating becomes inadequate to cool the body. A heat stroke victim’s skin is hot, usually dry with no sweating, 
red or spotted and their body temperature typically reaches 104 degrees F or higher. Other warning signs include 
a rapid, strong pulse, mental confusion, throbbing headache, dizziness and nausea. Symptoms can quickly 
progress to loss of consciousness, coma or seizure. Heat stroke is a medical emergency and can lead to death. 
 
There are several things Soldiers can do to mitigate their risk of heat injury. The National Institute for Safety and 
Occupational Health recommends scheduling outdoor jobs during the cooler parts of the day, taking frequent rest 
and water breaks in cool, shaded areas, and avoiding sugary, caffeinated and alcoholic drinks when working or 
playing outside.  
  
To protect your health when temperatures are extremely high, remember to keep cool and use 
common sense. The following tips are important: 
 
Drink Plenty of Fluid 
 
Increase your fluid intake - regardless of your activity level. During hot weather, you will need to drink more 
liquid than your thirst indicates. This is especially true for persons 65 years of age and older who often have a 
decreased ability to respond to external temperature changes. Ensure that infants and children drink adequate 
amounts of liquids. However, avoid very cold beverages because they can cause stomach cramps. In addition, 
avoid drinks containing alcohol because they will actually cause you to lose more fluid. 
 
Drinking plenty of liquids during exercise is especially important. During heavy exercise in a hot environment, 
drink 2-4 glasses (16-32 ounces) of cool fluids each hour. (Caution: If a fluid-restricted diet or diuretics has been 
prescribed for you, ask your doctor how much you should drink.) 
 
Replace Salt and Minerals 
 
Heavy sweating removes salt and minerals from the body. These are necessary for your body and must be 
replaced. The easiest and safest way to replace salt and minerals is through your diet. Drink fruit juice or a sports 
beverage during exercise or any work in the heat. Do not take salt tablets unless directed by your doctor. If you 
are on a low-salt diet, ask your doctor before changing what you eat or drink-especially before drinking a sports 
beverage. 
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Wear Appropriate Clothing and Sunscreen 
 
Choose lightweight, light-colored, loose-fitting clothing. In the hot sun, a wide-brimmed hat will provide shade 
and keep the head cool. Dress infants and young children in cool, loose clothing and shade their heads and faces 
with hats or an umbrella. Limit sun exposure during the mid-day hours and in places of potential severe exposure 
such as beaches. Sunburn affects your body’s ability to cool itself and causes a loss of body fluids. It also causes 
pain and damages the skin. A variety of sunscreens are available to reduce the risk of sunburn. The protection 
that they offer against sunburn varies. Check the sun protection factor (SPF) number on the label of the 
sunscreen container. Select SPF 15 or higher to protect yourself adequately. Apply sunscreen 30 minutes before 
going outdoors and reapply according to package directions. 
 
Adjust to the Environment 
 
Be aware that any sudden change in temperature will be stressful to your body. You will have a greater tolerance 
if you limit your physical activity until you become accustomed to the heat. When traveling to a hotter climate, 
allow several days to become acclimated before attempting any vigorous exercise, and work up to it gradually. If 
exertion in the heat makes your heart pound and leaves you gasping for breath, STOP all activity, get into a cool 
area, or at least in the shade, and rest, especially if you become lightheaded, confused, weak, or faint. 
 
Monitor Those at High Risk 
 
Monitor the condition of your travel partners and have someone do the same for you. Heat-induced illness can 
cause a person to become confused or lose consciousness. Certain travelers are at greater risk of heat-related 
illness. Infants and children up to four years of age rely on others to regulate their environments and provide 
adequate liquids. People 65 years of age or older may not compensate for heat stress efficiently. Overweight 
people may be prone to heat sickness because of their tendency to retain more body heat. Any health condition 
that causes dehydration makes the body more susceptible to heat sickness. If you or someone you’re traveling 
with is at higher risk it is important to drink plenty of fluids, avoid overexertion and get your doctor or 
pharmacist’s advice about medications taken for high blood pressure, depression, nervousness, mental illness, 
insomnia, or poor circulation. 
 
Schedule Activities Carefully and Use Common Sense 
 
If you must be out in the heat, try to plan your activities so that you are outdoors either before noon or in the 
evening. While outdoors, rest frequently in a shady area. Resting periodically will give your body’s thermostat a 
chance to recover. The most efficient way to beat the heat is to stay in a cooled area. Consider a visit to an air-
conditioned or fan-cooled public place for a few hours during the hottest part of the day. Avoid hot foods and 
heavy meals-they add heat to your body. Finally, never leave infants, children, or pets in a parked car. 
 
The information above was provided by the U.S. Army Center for Health Promotion and Preventive Medicine 
(USACHPPM) and the U.S. Army Combat Readiness/Safety Center. 
 
Additional information and valuable heat injury prevention resources such as posters, videos and pocket guides 
are available on the USACR/Safety Center Web site at https://safety.army.mil , the U.S. Army Center for Health 
Promotion and Preventive Medicine Web site at http://chppm-www.apgea.army.mil/ and the NIOSH Web site at 
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/. 
 
The next page contains a Quick Card by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA). 
 
 

https://safety.army.mil/�
http://chppm-www.apgea.army.mil/�
http://www.cdc.gov/niosh/�
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OSHA Quick Card 

 
Heat Stress 
 
When the body is unable to cool itself by sweating, several heat-induced illnesses such as heat stress or heat exhaustion and 
the more severe heat stroke can occur, and can result in death. 

Factors Leading to Heat Stress 
High temperature and humidity; direct sun or heat; limited air movement; physical exertion; poor physical 
condition; some medicines; and inadequate tolerance for hot workplaces. 
 

Symptoms of Heat Exhaustion 
• Headaches, dizziness, lightheadedness or fainting. 
• Weakness and moist skin. 
• Mood changes such as irritability or confusion. 
• Upset stomach or vomiting. 

Symptoms of Heat Stroke 
• Dry, hot skin with no sweating. 
• Mental confusion or losing consciousness. 
• Seizures or convulsions. 

Preventing Heat Stress 
• Know signs/symptoms of heat-related illnesses; monitor yourself and coworkers. 
• Block out direct sun or other heat sources. 
• Use cooling fans/air-conditioning; rest regularly. 
• Drink lots of water; about 1 cup every 15 minutes. 
• Wear lightweight, light colored, loose-fitting clothes. 
• Avoid alcohol, caffeinated drinks, or heavy meals. 

What to Do for Heat-Related Illness 
• Move the worker to a cool, shaded area. 
• Loosen or remove heavy clothing. 
• Provide cool drinking water. 
• Fan and mist the person with water. 

 

                                                                       


