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“It’s too hot to work today!”

For many of us, an exclamation like the above is a way of giving vent to our annoyance at the occasional 
inconveniences of the hottest months of the year. For millions of workers across the world, it is a sign 
of distress. For many economies, it is a threat to their productivity.

The phenomenon of heat stress refers to heat received in excess of that which the body can tolerate 
without physiological impairment. Heat stress affects, above all, outdoor workers such as those engaged 
in agriculture and on construction sites. It is a serious problem for a large proportion of the world’s 
1 billion agricultural workers and 66 million textile workers (many of whom have to work inside factories 
and workshops without air conditioning), and for workers employed, inter alia, in refuse collection, 
emergency repair work, transport, tourism and sports.

Temperatures exceeding 39°C can kill. But even where there are no fatalities, such temperatures can 
leave many people unable to work or able to work only at a reduced rate. Some groups of workers are 
more vulnerable than others because they suffer the effects of heat stress at lower temperatures. Older 
workers, in particular, have lower physiological resistance to high levels of heat. Yet they represent 
an increasing share of workers – a natural consequence of population ageing. Heat stress, moreover, 
can be one of many factors prompting people to migrate.

By 2030 the equivalent of more than 2 per cent of total working hours worldwide is projected to 
be lost every year, either because it is too hot to work or because workers have to work at a slower 
pace. In Southern Asia and Western Africa the resulting productivity loss may even reach 5 per cent. 
Unfortunately, heat stress is often accompanied by other challenges as it is more prevalent in countries 
with decent work deficits, such as a lack of social protection and high rates of informality and working 
poverty. Excessive heat levels aggravate inequality between rich and poor countries, and between 
population groups within the same country.

Heat stress is increasingly becoming an obstacle to economic activity. It reduces the ability of busi-
nesses to operate during the hottest hours. Adapting to these new and threatening conditions is costly. 
Even if it does prove possible to limit global warming by the end of the century to 1.5°C above pre-
industrial levels, the accumulated financial loss due to heat stress is expected to reach US$2,400 billion 
by 2030. If nothing is done now to mitigate climate change, these costs will be much higher as global 
temperatures increase even further towards the end of the century.

Solutions do exist. In particular, the structural transformation of rural economies should be speeded 
up so that fewer agricultural workers are exposed to high temperatures and so that less physical effort 
has to be expended in such conditions. Other important policy measures that can help are skills devel-
opment, the promotion of an enabling environment for sustainable enterprises, public investment in 
infrastructure, and improved integration of developing countries into global trade. At the workplace 
level, enhanced information about on-site weather conditions, the adaptation of workwear and equip-
ment, and technological improvements can make it easier for workers and their employers to cope with 
higher temperatures. Employers and workers should discuss together how to adjust working hours, in 
addition to adopting other occupational safety and health measures. Accordingly, social dialogue is a 
relevant tool for improving working conditions on a warming planet.

International collaboration and the coordination of joint efforts are a key part of the package of 
solutions to the problem of heat stress. This report has been prepared in part to follow up on the 
ILO Guidelines for a just transition towards environmentally sustainable economies and societies 
for all, which invite governments, in consultation with the social partners, to conduct assessments 
of increased or new occupational safety and health risks resulting from climate change or other 
risks related to human health and the environment, and identify adequate prevention and protection 
measures that seek to ensure occupational safety and health. Furthermore, in March 2017, the ILO 
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Governing Body requested the Director-General to promote further discussion, knowledge and under-
standing of the implications of climate change for the world of work, particularly for those most 
affected and vulnerable.

Overall, the findings presented in this report make it clear that heat stress in the world of work must 
be tackled, above all, by promoting occupational safety and health, social dialogue and structural 
transformation in agriculture, and by encouraging the development of responsible and sustainable, or 
“green”, businesses. Such an integrated approach was also taken in 2019 by the Global Commission 
on the Future of Work, which highlighted the need for a universal labour guarantee that includes health 
and safety standards in all places of work.

Damian Grimshaw	 Vic van Vuuren 
Director, Research Department	 Director, Enterprises Department
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