
 

As heatwaves become more extreme, which
jobs are riskiest?
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Heat is more dangerous than the cold in most Australian regions. About
2% of deaths in Australia between 2006 and 2017 were associated with
the heat, and the estimate increases to more than 4% in the northern and
central parts of the country.
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In fact, Australian death records underestimate the association between 
heat and mortality at least 50-fold and chronic heat stress is also under-
reported.

The risk is higher in some regions but where you live is not the only
factor that matters. When it comes to heat, some jobs are much more
dangerous, and put workers at higher risk of injury.

Who is most at risk?

One study compared workers' compensation claims in Adelaide from
2003 to 2013. It found workers at higher risk during extremely hot
temperatures included:

animal and horticultural workers
cleaners
food service workers
metal workers
warehouse workers.

The authors noted hot weather "poses a greater problem than cold
weather. This is of particular concern as the number of hot days is
projected to increase."

Another study involving many of the same researchers looked at the
impact of heatwaves on work-related injuries and illnesses in Melbourne,
Perth and Brisbane. It found vulnerable groups included:

males
workers aged under 34 years
apprentice/trainee workers
labor hire workers
those employed in medium and heavy strength occupations, and
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workers from outdoor and indoor industrial sectors.

A study of work-related injuries in Melbourne between 2002 and 2012
found "young workers, male workers and workers engaged in heavy
physical work are at increased risk of injury on hot days, and a wider
range of worker subgroups are vulnerable to injury following a warm
night. In light of climate change projections, this information is
important for informing injury prevention strategies."

A study using data for Adelaide between 2001 and 2010 concluded male
workers and young workers aged under 24 were at high risk of work-
related injuries in hot environments. The link between temperature and
daily injury claims was strong for laborers, tradespeople and 
intermediate production and transport workers (who do jobs such as
operating plant, machinery, vehicles and other equipment to transport
passengers and goods).

Industries with greater risk were agriculture, forestry and fishing,
construction, as well as electricity, gas and water.

A systematic review and meta-analysis of 24 studies on the links
between heat exposure and occupational injuries found "young workers
(age young workers (age 

The fact that apprentices or trainees had greater heat-related injuries in
the workplace may surprise many, as heat tolerance deteriorates with
age. Exposure to labor intensive work, less experience in managing heat
stress, and a propensity to avoid acknowledging they're affected by heat
may contribute to the higher risk for younger workers.

Other factors that increase risk

A growing body of international research shows extreme heat can cause

3/5

https://www.jstor.org/stable/26386164?seq=2#metadata_info_tab_contents
https://phys.org/tags/worker/
https://oem.bmj.com/content/71/4/246.full
https://www.abs.gov.au/ausstats/abs@.nsf/0/F4B78895FA5A8164CA25697E00184D53?opendocument
https://oem.bmj.com/content/71/4/246.full
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.envint.2021.106384
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1353829218301205


 

severe health issues.

Other factors that increase vulnerability to heat include age (especially
being older or very young), low-socioeconomic status, and homelessness.
Regions also matter; there are differences between climate zones and
increased heat-related morbidity in rural settings.

Underlying health conditions increase the risk of heat-related illness and
death. These health conditions include

diabetes
high blood pressure
chronic kidney disease
heart conditions and
respiratory conditions.

Chronic heat exposure is dangerous and has been linked to serious health
problems, including chronic and irreversible kidney injury. A range of
studies have linked higher temperatures with increases in suicide rates,
emergency department visits for mental illness, and poor mental health.

We need to better understand the problem

Most of the studies mentioned here focused on worker's compensation
claims. That data includes only those injuries for which compensation
claims were actually made. In reality, the problem is likely more
widespread.

The Australian studies primarily focused on the milder climatic regions
of Australia, but the rate of injuries and ill health is greater in hot and
humid regions. And the dangers may be worse in regional and remote
areas, particularly when and where workforces are transient.
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We also need more research on the relationship between the length of
exposure to higher temperatures (in hours or days) and worker health.

National studies or studies in other regions should assess whether rates of
injury differ by occupation, climate zone and remoteness. Capturing
data on all types and severity of workplace injuries (not just those that
led to a compensation claim) is crucial to understanding the true extent
of the problem.

As the climate changes and heatwaves become more frequent and severe
, it's vital we do more to understand who is most vulnerable and how we
can reduce their risk.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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