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Many people love the warm summer months. But hot and 
humid days can sometimes be dangerous. It’s not good for the 
body to be too hot for too long. Too much heat can damage 
your brain and other organs. It’s important to keep your cool 
when the days are hot. 

Your body has its own natural cooling system. Sweating is 
key to cooling when hot weather or exercise causes your body 
temperature to climb. When sweat dries, it carries heat away 
from your body’s surface and lowers your temperature. When 
sweating isn’t enough to help you cool down, you’re at risk for 
a heat-related illness called hyperthermia.

Hyperthermia can happen to anyone. Older people, infants 
and young children, and people who are ill, obese or on 
certain medications are especially at risk. These people may be 
more sensitive to the effects of extreme heat and less likely to 
sense or respond to changes in temperature. 

“High temperatures can cause various organs within the body 
not to function optimally,” says Dr. Marie Bernard, deputy 
director of the National Institute on Aging. Excess body heat 
can stress the heart and harm the brain. It might even lead to 
a coma. 

Hyperthermia can cause several heat-related illnesses, ranging 
from mild to serious. These include heat cramps, heat edema, 
heat exhaustion and heat stroke. 

Heat cramps are the painful tightening of muscles in your 
stomach, arms or legs. If you have heat cramps, find a way 
to cool your body and be sure to drink plenty of fluids. Heat 
edema is a swelling in your ankles and feet when you get hot. 
Elevating your legs should help. If that doesn’t work fairly 
quickly, check with a health professional.

Stay Cool
Getting Too Hot 
Can Be Dangerous
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Listen To Your Body

Heat exhaustion is a warning that your body can no 
longer keep itself cool. You might feel dizzy, thirsty, weak, 
uncoordinated and nauseated. Your skin might feel cold 
and clammy, and you may have a rapid pulse. If this 
happens, drink plenty of fluids and rest in a cool place. 
If you’re not careful, heat exhaustion can progress to heat 
stroke.

Heat stroke is a life-threatening form of hyperthermia 
that occurs when your body temperature reaches 104° 
Fahrenheit or more. Heat stroke can lead to confusion, 
fainting, staggering, strange behavior or dry, flushed skin. 
Heat stroke is a medical emergency.

“If you and a loved one are at a picnic, for example, and it’s 
very hot and humid that day, and they start complaining 
of being dizzy or seem disoriented, you need to be very 
concerned,” says Bernard. “You need to get them into a 
cool place, put cool compresses on their neck and wrists, 
and call 911.”

Air conditioning is the best way to protect against 
hyperthermia. If you don’t have air conditioning, go 
to places that are cool on hot and humid days. Try 
community centers, shopping malls, movie theaters, 
libraries or the homes of friends and family.

Heat-related illness is preventable. Still, hundreds of deaths 
from extreme heat events occur in the United States each 
year. It’s important to be aware of who’s at greatest risk so 
you can take steps to help beat the heat. 

Keeping Cool
•	 Get out of the sun and into a cool place. 

•	 Drink plenty of liquids, especially water. Avoid drinks 
that contain alcohol. 

•	 Limit use of the oven if you don’t have air conditioning.

•	 Dress for the weather. Wear light-colored, 
loose-fitting clothing. 

•	 Shower, bathe or sponge off with cool water. 

•	 Cover windows with shades, blinds or curtains 
during the hottest part of the day.

Heat stroke is a life-threatening form of hyperthermia 
that occurs when your body temperature reaches 104 
Fahrenheit or more.
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