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Plan for today

• Define what is “extreme heat” from a medical standpoint
• Explore what constitutes a “vulnerable patient” or population of 

patients
• Learn about the human body’s response to heat and the ways in 

which failures of these mechanisms can lead to illness and death
• Review treatments for heat related illness
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What temperature is dangerous to health?

• A highly satisfying answer: IT DEPENDS
• It depends on patients’ underlying medical status and medications
• It depends on other atmospheric conditions like humidity and pollutants
• It depends on ability to hydrate
• It depends on ability to rest and cool off

• Many of these factors will be highly influenced by the typical outdoor 
temperature for a given region in a given season

• The best measure of “temperature” as it relates to the human body is 
the wet bulb globe temperature



Wet-bulb globe temperature

• Better than simple temperature 
measurements or heat index since it 
accounts for all major environmental 
factors that impact body temperature

• Combined measure of:
• Air temperature
• Humidity
• Radiant heat (e.g. sun, furnaces, surfaces, etc.)
• Air movement (e.g. wind, ventilation)
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Who is “vulnerable”?

• Everyone
• The real questions:

• Who is most vulnerable? 
• Who needs special 

preparation?
• Who would benefit from 

proactive interventions?
• Who might struggle with 

reactive interventions?
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• Cognitive issues
• Age-related changes in sweating

• Heart disease/fluids
• Obesity
• Composition of sweat
• Ability to sweat
• Medications
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Basics of avoiding heat-related health issues

• Stay away from heat
• Go inside; if home/workplace is not cool, spend at least several hours 

somewhere cool (e.g. air conditioned public building)
• If outside, avoid mid-day heat/sun
• Seek shade
• Careful in cars—especially children

• Keep living space cool
• Air conditioning—one room better than none
• Window shades
• Fans may help less than you think

• Avoid strenuous activity (YMMV)



Basics of avoiding heat-related health issues

• Cool the body
• Cool showers, cool baths, sponging, cold packs
• Light, loose-fitting, clothing and hats
• Light linens/sheets

• Stay hydrated
• Drink water, yes, but food is also important for electrolytes and energy
• Avoid alcohol
• Avoid caffeine

• Seek necessary support
• Vulnerable people may need assistance with tasks they normally don’t need
• Those living alone should have someone to check in with
• Seek medical advice around medications—psychiatric medications in particular
• Learn signs and symptoms of heat related problems, ideally individualized by their doctor







How do we intervene?

• Address underlying issues
• Climate change
• Infrastructure
• Social determinants & costs of staying cool

• Promote awareness with education
• Make it easy to stay cool when needed

• Bring food and water to those who need it
• Help cool the home
• Cooling centers, splash pads, pools (with 

caution)
• Clothing
• Check ins (friend, family, neighbor, health care 

workers, others)



Questions/Comments/Discussion
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