
 

High temperatures increase workers' injury
risk, whether they're outdoors or inside

July 19 2021, by Les Dunseith
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A UCLA study published today shows that hot weather significantly
increases the risk of accidents and injuries on the job, regardless of
whether the work takes place in an indoor or outdoor setting.

The report is based on data from California's workers' compensation
system, the nation's largest.

"The incidence of heat illnesses like heat exhaustion and heat stroke

1/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/heat+exhaustion/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/heat+stroke/


 

definitely go up on hotter days," said the study's lead researcher R.
Jisung Park, an assistant professor of public policy at the UCLA Luskin
School of Public Affairs. "But what we found is that ostensibly unrelated
incidents—like falling off a ladder or being hit by a moving truck or
getting your hand caught in a machine—tend to occur more frequently
on hotter days, too."

By comparing records from more than 11 million California workers'
compensation claims from 2001 to 2018 to high-frequency local weather
data, Park and his co-authors isolated the impact of hotter days on the
number of injury claims.

The study shows that on days with high temperature above 90 degrees
Fahrenheit, workers have a 6% to 9% higher risk of injuries than they do
on days with high temperatures in the 50s or 60s. When the thermometer
tops 100, the risk of injuries increases by 10% to 15%.

Those findings are particularly alarming in the context of climate
change, which is expected to produce more high-temperature days each
year. The researchers estimate that high temperatures already cause
about 15,000 injuries per year in California.

"Heat is sometimes described as a silent killer," said Nora Pankratz, a
UCLA postdoctoral scholar. "But if you look into the data and do the 
statistical analysis, you find that heat has a significant impact on
mortality and health outcomes."

It's not surprising that hot weather would lead to injuries and illness
among workers in predominantly outdoor industries such as agriculture,
utilities and construction. But the data consistently show that industries
in which most people work indoors are affected as well. In
manufacturing, for example, days with high temperatures above 95
degrees have an injury risk that is approximately 7% higher than days
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with high temperatures in the low 60s.

"A lot of manufacturing facilities are not air conditioned," said Stanford
University postdoctoral scholar A. Patrick Behrer, the study's other co-
author. "Because you're inside, you don't necessarily think about the
temperature as being a major threat."

The reality is that overheated workers face numerous risks, regardless of
where the work occurs.

"Heat affects your physiology," Park said. "It affects your cognition. It
affects your body's ability to cope. It seems possible that what we're
observing in the data for these workers is that they're more likely to
make mistakes or errors in judgment."

The researchers found that heat-related workplace injuries are more
likely to be suffered by men and lower-income workers. In addition,
younger people suffer more heat-related injuries, possibly in part
because they're more likely to hold jobs with greater physical risks on
construction sites, in manufacturing plants or at warehouses.

For an office worker at a computer desk, nodding off on a hot summer
afternoon is unlikely to cause an injury. "But if you have a huge
chainsaw in your hand, you're not in a great situation," Park said.

Among the paper's other conclusions:

The number of heat-related injuries actually declined after 2005,
when California became the first state to implement mandatory
heat illness prevention measures for outdoor workplaces on days
when temperatures exceed 95 degrees.
The financial costs of heat-related injuries may be between $750
million and $1.25 billion per year in California alone,
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considering health care expenditures, lost wages and
productivity, and disability claims.
Inequalities in the labor market are exacerbated in part by the
fact that low-income communities tend to be situated in hotter
parts of the state. People in the state's lowest household income
tier are approximately five times more likely to be affected by
heat-related illness or injury on the job than those in the top
income tier, the study found.

  More information: R. Jisung Park et al, Temperature, workplace
safety, and labor market inequality, IZA Institute of Labor Economics,
July 2021. https://www.iza.org/publications/dp/14560/temperature-
workplace-safety-and-labor-market-inequality
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