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HEAT & HUMIDITY:
A dangerous combination
Heat and humidity can trigger three major illnesses,
according to Dr. Eric Kirkendall, of Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center:  

HEAT STROKE IS A 911 
EMERGENCY. Cool the person off 
as quickly as possible while waiting for 
medical services to arrive. Move the person 
to a cool shady place or an air-conditioned 
room; sponge the entire body surface with 
cool water (as tolerated without causing 
shivering); and fan the person to increase 
heat loss from evaporation. Keep the feet 
elevated to counteract shock. If the person is 
awake, give him or her as much cold water 
to drink as he or she can tolerate. Fever 
medicines are of no value for heat stroke.

Heat stroke 
symptoms include 
hot flushed skin, 
high fevers 
(over 104ºF), 
altered mental 
states such as 
confusion, and 
can be accompanied 
by seizures. Heat stroke is a life-
threatening emergency and needs to 
be treated promptly.

Heat exhaustion 
symptoms include 
pale skin, profuse 
sweating, nausea, 
vomiting, muscle 
cramps, or 
weakness. It is 
less severe than 
heat stroke but is 
still dangerous and 
may require medical attention. 

Heat cramps 
are most common 
in the abdomen 
and legs, especially 
the calf or thigh 
muscles. Tightness or 
hand spasms can also 
occur, but fever is not a 
symptom.

For heat exhaustion, put the person in 
a cool place indoors or in the shade. 
Have him or her lie down with the feet 
elevated. Undress the person (except for 
underwear) so the body surface can give 
off heat. Sponge the entire body surface 
continuously with cool water without 
causing shivering. Fan the person to 
increase heat loss from evaporation. Give as 
much cool, not cold water or sport drinks 
as the person tolerates until he or she feels 
better. If symptoms do not improve or 
the person gets light-headed or faints, get 
medical care right away.

For heat cramps, monitor physical 
activity and make sure children don’t 
overly exert themselves. Adults can 
self-monitor. Make sure children 
drink plenty of water often. Encourage 
frequent breaks from physical activity to 
cool down and gently stretch muscles.

Children and adults are vulnerable to these 
heat-related illnesses, but children playing 

sports outdoors may be most at risk.
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