
 

FAQs for speaking with patients/clients 
Extreme Heat Exposure and 
Maternal/Child Health 

 

This material is designed for maternal, child, and/or perinatal professionals preparing for a conversation 
with their patient/client about extreme heat exposure and health risks. It is not medical advice.  

Health Risks 

What are some symptoms of heat illness?  

Headache, nausea, dizziness, fast strong pulse, heavy sweating, and others. 

*Remember, these are largely preventable. Seek medical help right away if the person’s 

body temperature is above 103◦F or if they lose consciousness.  

Is heat actually dangerous? 

Everyone will be exposed to extreme heat over his, her, or their life; but it is the increased 

body temperature associated with over exposure to extreme heat that is of concern. As 

an example, heat is the leading cause of weather-related deaths in the U.S. over the last 

30 years.  

Who is vulnerable to heat?  

Anyone can be harmed by a rising body temperature associated with a long duration of  

heat exposure; however, some groups are more vulnerable. Outdoor workers and  

athletes are more likely to be exposed to heat and experience increased body  

temperatures, while children, the elderly, and those already ill may have a reduced ability  

to regulate their own temperature or change their location to seek cooling.   

One group that public health outreach efforts often overlook is pregnant people and their  

growing fetus.  

What happens if a pregnant person is exposed to extreme heat? 

Most people will be exposed to extreme heat throughout their life and if you live in a hot 

place it is impossible to avoid all heat exposure. Moms walking outside for a few minutes 

when it’s warm is typically fine. The concern is those moms, due to the duration of 
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exposure and change in core body temperature, who are unable to escape the heat or 

moms who work outdoors throughout their pregnancy. 

Those who are overexposed to heat and experience increased body temperature are at 

increased risk of poor birth outcomes, including preterm birth and low birthweight.  

What happens to the body to increase the risk of these adverse birth outcomes? 

There is still much to learn about the ways a pregnant person’s body reacts to extreme 

heat exposure. Heat exposure may contribute to adverse birth outcomes because of 

dehydration, altered blood flow, early rupture of the membranes, and/or reduced uterine 

blood flow. Scientists are busy collecting data to learn more.  

What environmental temperature is dangerous for pregnant people?  

There is no magic number that is officially dangerous, yet it is known that limiting the 

duration of heat exposure and activity in the heat are important to keep core temperature 

down. Geographies, people, and bodies are unique; demographics, becoming 

accustomed to a new climate, and seasonal effects all make a difference. 

Which demographics of pregnant people are most vulnerable to the risks of 

adverse birth outcomes associated with extreme heat? 

The subpopulations who unfairly bear the highest burden of risk (in the U.S.) are racial 

minority groups, particularly black mothers. The reason for this disparity is the pervasive 

impacts of racism.  

What trimester is the most dangerous in regards to heat exposure? 

Some studies examine the relationship between air temperature and birth outcome 

during the whole pregnancy, by trimester, or by month of birth. At this time, it is difficult to 

determine if heat exposure during a particular trimester is uniquely safer or more 

dangerous. We hope perinatal professionals and maternal/child health professionals will 

promote general precautionary measures throughout pregnancy.  
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Climate Change 

What is a good metaphor for climate change? 

The atmosphere is like a blanket that surrounds the planet. It allows light from the sun to 

pass through to the earth. When this light is absorbed by the earth, some of it is radiated 

back out into space as heat while some of that heat is trapped by heat-trapping gases in 

the atmosphere. Carbon dioxide is one of these heat-trapping gases. When we burn fossil 

fuels like coal and natural gas for energy, we make a thicker blanket surrounding the 

planet. As more heat-trapping gases are added to the blanket, it gets thicker and traps 

more heat.  

How do you explain why the climate is changing and not just natural variability? 

All of the “natural” suspects have an alibi: 

We can’t blame the sun, because then we’d be getting cooler (energy output from the sun 

has gone down). 

We can’t blame natural cycles (like El Niño or La Niña) because the entire planet (ocean 

and land) is warming. 

We can’t blame earth’s orbit, because the next thing coming in thousands of years was 

supposed to be an ice age, but we have definitely disrupted that. 

For more resources, consider directing people to Skeptical Science.  

Other 

Is air-conditioning bad for the environment / does it make the environment hotter? 
 
AC uses energy and expels waste heat out into the environment, thus it is considered an 
“anthropogenic” (human-made) heat source. If the environment around the house is 
warmer, then the air conditioners will have to work harder and use more energy to keep 
the house cool. Research from Phoenix demonstrates 1◦C increase in local urban heating 
due to air conditioning use at nighttime. This increase in outside air temperature in turn 
results in additional demands for air conditioning. 
  
However, you, your clients/patients, and their families should put their own health and 
body protection first, especially if vulnerable and/or feeling sick.   
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Besides air-conditioning, are there ways to keep a client’s home cooler? 

If possible, encourage the family to use shade, vegetation, and water around the outside 

of the house.  

Where can a person safely ride out the heat?  

Public libraries, the mall, movie theaters, and coffee shops are great options. Plus, each 

community is likely to open cooling centers – an air-conditioned public space set up by 

authorities to support people’s health during a heat wave. 

Importantly, we want to encourage each family to develop a plan to get people to a cool 

location when needed. 

*These options should be re-evaluated during the pandemic based on the community’s 

risks and a family’s health. We encourage pregnant people and their families to contact 

the cooling center to see if they can be provided with a separate room.  

 

Resources used to develop this FAQs document and helpful for further reading 

· Bekkar, B., Pacheco, S., Basu, R., & DeNicola, N. 2020. “Association of air pollution and heat 

exposure with preterm birth, low birth weight, and stillbirth in the US: a systematic review.” JAMA 

network open, 3(6), e208243-e208243. 

·  “Explanatory Metaphor: Heat-Trapping Blanket A metaphor for the basic mechanism of climate 

change.” N.d. National Network for Ocean and Climate Change Interpretation. 

https://climateinterpreter.org/sites/default/files/resources/htblanket.pdf 

· Salamanca, F., Georgescu, M., Mahalov, A., & Moustaoui, M. 2015. Summertime response of 

temperature and cooling energy demand to urban expansion in a semiarid environment. Journal of 

Applied Meteorology and Climatology, 54(8), 1756-1772. 

· Skeptical Science. 2020. https://www.skepticalscience.com 

· “Maternal Health, Climate Change, and Birth Outcomes” webinar. 2020. 

https://vimeo.com/432265941/63f2ba19e3 

· “Warning Signs and Symptoms of Heat-Related Illness.” 2017. Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention. https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/extremeheat/warning.html 
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