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Exercising Safely in the Heat
Summer is a great time to exercise out-
doors.  Running, hiking, biking, swimming, 
playing basketball, tennis, or beach volley-
ball, the possibilities are endless.  However, 
it is important to remember that exercising 
in hot weather puts extra stress on your 
body, so precautions should be taken.  Ar-
eas that are extremely hot and humid can 
pose an even greater threat.

Basically, vigorous exercise + heat +humid-
ity raises your core body temperature.  In 
response, your body sends more blood to 
circulate through the skin in an attempt to 
cool itself.  This response leaves less blood 
for your muscles, which then increases 
your heart rate.  In addition, when there is 
high humidity your body is stressed further 
because sweat doesn’t evaporate as read-
ily from your skin, which pushes your core 
temperature even higher.

Usually your body’s natural cooling systems 
react appropriately and your skin, blood 
vessels, and perspiration levels adjust to 
combat the heat.  However, your natural 
defenses can fail if you are exposed to ex-
treme heat and humidity for too long while 
exercising or if you sweat heavily or do not 
drink enough fluids.  When your natural 
cooling systems fail, you can actually expe-
rience heat related illnesses including:

Heat Cramps
Heat cramps are painful muscle contrac-
tions that can occur with exercise and 
cause pain and/or muscle spasms.

Heat Syncope 
This is a feeling of lightheadedness or 
fainting caused by high temperatures, 
often occurring after standing for a long 
period of time, or standing quickly after 
sitting for a long period of time. 

Exercise Associated Collapse
Often occurring as a result of heat synco-
pe, exercise-associated collapse is feeling 
lightheaded or fainting immediately after 
exercising.

Heat Exhaustion
With heat exhaustion, your body tem-
perature rises as high as 104°F and may 
result in nausea, vomiting, weakness, 
headache, fainting, sweating and cold, 
clammy skin. Be sure to address heat ex-
haustion before it turns into heatstroke.

Heatstroke
Heatstroke is a life-threatening emergen-
cy condition that occurs when your body 
temperature is greater than 104°F. Your 
skin may be dry from lack of sweat, or it 
may be moist.  Symptoms include confu-
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Avoid exercising outdoors during the hot-
test parts of the day, which is typically from 
10:00am to 3:00pm.  The early morning hours 
and the evenings are ideal for outdoor summer 
workouts.

Get acclimated to the heat.  Start slow and 
work your way up to vigorous outdoor work-
outs.  It can take 1-2 weeks for your body to 
adapt to the heat. 

Hydrate, hydrate, hydrate!  Dehydration is a 
key culprit in heat related illnesses, so drink 
plenty of fluids.  If you plan on an intense 
outdoor exercise, consider replacing good old 
fashioned water with a sports drink that will 
help replace key electrolytes.

Wear Sunscreen.  Sunburn can actually de-
crease your body’s ability to cool itself down.
Wear loose, light-fitting clothing.  Dark colors 
can absorb heat, while light colors can reflect it.  
Also loose-fitting clothing helps sweat evapo-
rate, keeping you cooler. 

Try to choose areas that are shaded when exer-
cising outdoors.

By following these guidelines and listening to 
your body in order to recognize warning signs, 
you can enjoy exercising in the great outdoors!

*This article is not a substitute for medical advice*

*References courtesy of The Mayo Clinic* 
and Active.com*

sion, irritability, headache, heart rhythm 
problems, dizziness, fainting, nausea, 
vomiting, visual problems and fatigue. Im-
mediate medical attention is necessary to 
prevent severe damage to your body.  

The best way to prevent the heat related 
illnesses described above is to pay atten-
tion to the warning signs, which include:

•  Muscle cramps
•  Nausea or vomiting
•  Weakness
•  Fatigue
•  Headache
•  Excessive sweating
•  Dizziness or lightheadedness
•  Confusion
•  Irritability
•  Low blood pressure
•  Increased heart rate
•  Visual problems

If you experience any of these symptoms 
do not ignore them and “power through”.  
Stop exercising, get out of the heat, and 
do your best to lower your body tem-
perature and get hydrated right away.  
According to the Mayo Clinic the most 
effective way of rapid cooling is immer-
sion of your body in a cold- or ice-water 
tub.  You can also try placing ice packs or 
cool towels on your neck.  It is always a 
good idea to seek medical attention right 
away if you do experience any of these 
symptoms and they do not subside after 
you take the steps above or if you think 
you may be experiencing heatstroke.

Follow these guidelines to help ensure 
you stay healthy and safe while exercising 
outdoors in the summer months. 

Check the weather before heading out-
side.  If the heat and/or humidity index 
is too high for your personal comfort, 
workout inside instead.


