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Heat Illness 
By Shannon Smith 

The United States Army has conducted a great deal of research and investi-

gation on how heat illness affects soldiers and methods to prevent it.  They 

used this data to develop a standardized risk management matrix to deter-

mine the risk of heat illness based on several  known factors.  Risk is as-

sessed prior to training and operations and Extremely High Risk conditions 

avoided.   

 

Unit commanders are required to conduct heat illness training for their 

troops and the buddy system is used for soldiers to evaluate each other’s 

condition during these events.  Despite these efforts, over 1,000 soldiers 

become ill enough to be removed from duty and two or three soldiers die 

each year from heat illness. 

Exertional Heat Illness (EHI) refers to a wide range of symptoms (muscle 

cramps, heat exhaustion, heat injury and heat stroke) resulting from total 

body heat stress.   The steps of managing risk are the same whether you are 

managing illness or preventing injuries: 

 

Key Risk Factors for Heat Illness include:  temperature and humidity of the 

environment, exertion, heavy loads/ gear, repeated strenuous days, lack of 

experience with the specific type of work and lack of acclimatization to the 

environment.   

 

Risk factors for the individual person include:  fitness level, age, minor ill-

ness, consumption of alcohol in the past 24 hrs, prior heat injury, skin rash 

or sunburn and sleep deprivation. 

 

Common medications that can interfere with body temperature regulation 

are:  Antihistamines (Benadryl, motion sickness medications), decongestants 

such as Sudafed, high blood pressure medications and antidepressants.  

TOP  Safety Card Hits 
(Fleetwide last month) 
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Heat Exhaustion:  “Canaries in the coal mine” -

 identify possible heat casualties early before they 
progress to severe types of heat illness - catch early 
as they need rest/water/evaluation and possible medi-
cal care. 
 

  Heat Illness prevention: 
 Wear lightweight, light colored clothes that 

are loose but not so loose as to get caught in 

rotating machinery 

 Drink plenty of water throughout the day—even if you are not thirsty. 

 Avoid or limit caffeinated drinks and use sports drinks in moderation. 

 Take frequent breaks in the shade and if possible, work during the cooler part of 

the day. 

Heat Illness (Continued) 


