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The warning signs of heatstroke and heat
exhaustion
Hot weather may be great news for ice cream salesmen, but it can be risky
for your health. No one wants to get heat exhaustion (or the more serious
heatstroke), so take note of the following tips for staying safe this summer.

Across most of the world, the sun is something we look forward to. But it
wasn't always that way, even in the decidedly non-tropical UK. Until only a
couple of hundred years ago, people wouldn't dream of exposing
themselves to the sun by choice. Women painted and powdered their skins
to look as white as possible. Being pale and interesting meant you weren't
forced to work outside as a manual labourer - you could afford to stay
inside.

These days, if you can't get the real thing, there are sunbeds (very bad
news health-wise) and artificial tans (a much safer alternative if you don't
fancy the pale English rose look). But most of us bolt out into the sunshine
the moment we can, often forgetting the very real risks of too much heat.

Heat exhaustion
Remember homeostasis from your school biology lessons? Your body is
very good at it. It means keeping your internal environment constant,
regardless of what's going on outside. Like a finely tuned racing car, your
body's internal processes work best when levels of water, body salts and
temperature are just right.

So when you get hot, your body's protection mechanisms kick in. You sweat
to lose heat; your urine becomes more concentrated to preserve water, and
your body tells you that you need to drink more and get out of the sun.
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But if you stay in the heat, your body starts to struggle and here's where the
problems start. You might begin to feel dizzy or sick. Heat exhaustion can
also creep up on you quickly. It's largely down to dehydration causing a
drop in blood pressure, and old and young, along with people with diabetes
using insulin or those with heart or kidney problems, are at biggest risk.

Symptoms
The key signs and symptoms of heat exhaustion to look out for include:
dizziness and feeling faint, tiredness, headache, feeling sick, lack of
appetite, and cramping stomach pain. You may have clammy, pale skin
and be sweating profusely. And you may be passing less urine than usual
(which will be very dark in colour).

How to treat it
Fluid and a cool environment are key to treating heat exhaustion. If you
think you're showing signs, immediately move to a cool room and take off
as much clothing as possible, particularly if you're wearing tight clothes. It's
a good idea to take a cool bath or shower if you can. But if there are no
bathing facilities, sponge yourself down with cool water.

If there's fan nearby, put it on - if your skin is damp, the evaporation will
cool you down quicker. Drink as much non-alcoholic fluid as you can and
lie down if possible. If you're not feeling better within about half an hour,
seek medical help.

The difference between heat exhaustion and
heatstroke
Heat exhaustion is not serious and usually gets better once you've cooled
down. But if it turns into heatstroke, this is a medical emergency.

In heatstroke, your body can no longer cope. The normal mechanisms to
keep your body cool give up, and your temperature soars to over 40°C.

Sunstroke is a form of heatstroke. The only difference is that it's caused
specifically by being exposed to too much direct sunlight. Symptoms and
treatment are exactly the same as for heatstroke - they're both medical
emergencies.

Symptoms of heatstroke
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Other symptoms include:

Severe, throbbing headache.

Feeling very sick and vomiting.

Fast pulse (which can be weak or very strong and 'bounding' along).

Shallow, rapid breathing.

Very hot, flushed skin.

Weak or cramping muscles.

No sweating despite being very hot.

Dizziness, feeling faint or fainting.

Confusion and agitation.

Seizures.

Sometimes, collapse and loss of consciousness.

What to do
Heatstroke is a medical emergency and it can cause serious damage to
kidneys and other vital organs if not treated promptly. People suffering from
heatstroke are unlikely to be able to treat themselves. If you think someone
has heatstroke, telephone for an ambulance immediately (in the UK, dial
999).

While you're waiting for medical help, move them to a cool place and lay
them down. Stay with them at all times, and remove as much of their
clothing as possible. Wet their skin with cool water, then fan them. If the
person loses consciousness, put them in the recovery position.

How to prevent heat-related illnesses
Prevention, of course, is always better than cure. So follow these steps for
staying safe this summer.

Dress for summer
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Play it cool in loose, breathable clothing. Cotton and linen are ideal. Tight
synthetic clothes like Lycra make it harder for your body to regulate your
temperature, and make you prone to prickly heat. Wear light-coloured
clothes that reflect light.

Sun safety
Wear sunscreen on all exposed areas when you're out - don't forget your
lips and the tips of your ears. Your scalp can get burnt too - wear a hat
(ideally wide-brimmed) outside. And stay out of the sun from 11am to 3pm.

When it's really hot outside, pull the curtains and shut the windows (ideally,
light-coloured curtains that will reflect light and heat).

Cool shades
Protect your eyes as well as your skin. Sun damage to your eyes increases
the risk of cataracts and age-related macular degeneration in later life.
Choose sunglasses with high-UV protection.

High humidity
Be particularly wary when the weather is very humid. You lose less heat
from sweat in humid weather, increasing the risk of heat exhaustion and
heatstroke.

Drink up
Don't wait until you're thirsty to have a drink. As you get older, your body
gets less good at recognising dehydration and responding by making you
thirsty.

As a very rough rule of thumb, your urine should be pale straw-coloured. If
it's darker than this (think Lucozade-colour) it's probably because you're
dehydrated, and your kidneys are trying to conserve body water by making
your urine more concentrated.

Water, juice, milk and flavoured drinks all count towards your daily fluid
intake - but beware the sugar content of sweetened drinks and even fruit
juice. Water is ideal.

Caffeinated drinks count towards your daily fluid intake up to 400 mg
caffeine a day - about eight cups of tea or four cups of coffee. Don't have
more than 2200 mg of caffeine in a day if you're pregnant.
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But not alcohol
When is a fluid not a fluid? When it's alcohol! Alcohol is a diuretic and
makes you pass more water, increasing the risk of dehydration.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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Discuss The warning signs of heatstroke and heat exhaustion and find more
trusted resources at Patient.
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