
Summertime is a favorite time of the year for many people. It brings warmer weather, vacations, and longer days to 
work and play outside.

However, as great as summer days can be, they’re not without their risks. Heat illnesses, such as heat stroke and 
heat syncope, can not only cost you a day or two of work, but they can lead to serious injury and death if the early 
warning symptoms are ignored. In 2013 alone, there were over 16,000 instances of non-fatal heat-related illness that 
resulted in missed work and 38 heat-related deaths that happened on the job. Of those deaths, 40 percent occurred 
in the construction industry.

It’s easy to think that you know how to stay safe outside in the sun and heat–especially if you grew up in the South–
but it’s easy to miss the initial signs of heat illness that could save your life.

One of the biggest factors in stopping heat-related illness is being able to identify the symptoms of different kinds of 
heat illness, which range from mild to severe:

• Heat cramps: Cramps that happen as a result of water loss during the day. These cramps tend to happen in 
the legs, stomach, and arms–often at the end of the work day.

• Heat rash: A rash that happens as a result of sweat not being properly removed from the body.

• Heat syncope: Fainting that occurs when blood pools in your extremities, like your arms or legs, and your 
brain doesn’t get enough oxygen.

• Heat exhaustion: This happens when you lose fluid and salt through things like sweating or urination and 
don’t replace it. Symptoms include headaches, heavy sweating, intense thirst, dizziness, fatigue, loss 
of coordination, nausea, impaired judgment, loss of appetite, hyperventilation, tingling hands and 
feet, anxiety, cool, moist skin, or a weak, rapid pulse.

• Heat stroke: Heat stroke is a medical emergency and should be treated appropriately. This happens when 
your body can no longer regulate its core temperature. Your body loses the ability to cool down when heat 
stroke sets in. Symptoms of heat stroke include noticeable lack of sweating, hot, red or flushed dry 
skin, rapid pulse, difficulty breathing, constricted pupils, severe dizziness, headaches, nausea, 
vomiting, confusion, bizarre behavior, high blood pressure. Advanced symptoms also include 
seizure, convulsions, collapse, lack of consciousness, and a core temperature of 106 degrees 
Fahrenheit or higher.
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The main cause of heat illness is over exerting yourself in the sun and heat for too long. This, combined with not 
drinking enough water, often leads to a heat-related illness.

There are other factors, however, that can increase the chance you’ll get a heat-related illness. One of the biggest 
factors is the use, or overuse, of energy drinks and other caffeinated drinks. People are going to drink these 
to combat exhaustion, that’s understandable, but as Lee Hart of Safety by Design says:

“Energy drinks and coffee don’t rehydrate the body. They actually dehydrate you and increase the risk of heat 
illness and heat injury.”

Caffeine is a diuretic. This means that it makes you urinate a lot. When this happens in an environment where you’re 
at risk of heat illness, you often end up losing more water than you take in. In order to prevent this from happening, 
you need to reduce energy drink consumption in summer months and make an active effort to drink more water.

Humidity can also increase the risk of heat illness. One of the things that humidity does to the body is it prevents it 
from cooling down properly. You still sweat, but because the air already has a higher moisture content, the sweat 
doesn’t evaporate as well as it should. This is why you end up feeling sticky when it’s humid out and have a hard 
time regulating your body temperature.

The best way to prevent heat-related illness or injury is to drink water. As much water as you can. OSHA 
recommends that you have a drink of water every 15 minutes, even if you’re not thirsty. Taking a break in the shade 
can also help you stay safe from heat illness. Light, loose clothing (when allowed) can also help. Your body needs 
time to acclimate to the heat. Don’t overdo it on the first really hot days of the summer so your body can adjust. This 
is particularly true for new workers. Taking the time to get used to the heat can save your life.

OSHA has recently put together an app–the OSHA-NIOSH Heat 
Tool–that provides workers with information such as how much 
water they should be drinking and how often they need to take a 
break based on weather conditions.

One of the easiest ways to tell how hydrated you are or how close 
you’re getting to being at risk for heat illness is by checking the 
color of your urine. When your body is at ideal hydration levels, 
your urine should be almost clear. The darker, or more yellow/
orange it gets, the more at risk you are. If you notice that your 
urine is getting darker, drink more water.
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DEHYDRATED: You need to drink more water

SEEK MEDICAL AID:
May indicate blood in urine or kidney disease

OPTIMAL

WELL HYDRATED

*This color chart is not for clinical use.

Source: ht tp://usachppm.apga.army.mil
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Employers are responsible for keeping an eye on employees, but, as Mr. Hart reminds us, “It’s very difficult for an 
employer to monitor because they don’t know much water you’re drinking.”

Keep an eye out for signs of heat illness. Not just in yourself, but in your fellow workers. It can be easy to 
get pulled in to your work and lose track of things like how long you’ve been in the sun and how much water you’ve 
had to drink, but doing so could cost your life. If you notice any weird behavior with your co-workers, like 
they’re not making sense or they don’t seem to be sweating, speak up.

The important thing is to take care of yourself, so you can make it home to your loved ones. It’s as easy as staying 
hydrated, taking breaks, and resting in the shade as much as possible. Water. Rest. Shade.
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