
Recent Data on Heat Illness-related Deaths from the  

National Center for Catastrophic Sports Injury 

The National Center for Catastrophic Sports 
Injury(NCCSI) at the University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill tracks the number of deaths that occur 
annually during sport in America.  
The latest data show that heat-related deaths have 
more than doubled since 1975.  
This information is an ever-present reminder that 
exertional heat stroke is a growing problem and that 
regardless of enhanced knowledge, greater efforts still 
need to be made in the areas of education and 
awareness.  
 

Heat Stroke Fatalities, 1975-2009 

Year Total 

1975-1979 8 

1980-1984 9 

1985-1989 5 

1990-1994 2 

1995-1999 13 

2000-2004 11 

2005-2009 18 
 

Because death from heat-related illnesses has been 100% preventable when immediate whole 

body cooling was initiated within 10 minutes of collapse, the following case studies, all of which 

occurred in 2008 and 2009, should have had the same happy ending as the last one. The 

reason they didn’t was because those involved didn’t understand how or why heat-stroke 

occurs, nor did they know how to recognize or treat it properly. The goal of the Korey Stringer 

Institute is to raise awareness of a growing problem and teach sports professionals and 

participants at all levels how to avoid the conditions leading to heat stroke and other heat-

related illnesses, treat heat-related illnesses properly if they occur, and ultimately prevent all 

heat-related deaths.  

Case Reports- Football - 2008: 

 A 17-year-old high-school football player died on August 12th after participating in a 

football scrimmage against another high school. The autopsy report was not available in 

December of 2008, but all indications are that the cause of death was heat related. The 

investigation of the high school and the local EMT who visited the athlete’s home after a 

911 call remains ongoing. This case will be updated as more information is available. 

 A 15-year-old high school football player collapsed after practice on August 20th. The 

temperature was 94 degrees and practice started at 4:30 p.m. and ended at 6:00 p.m. 

The coach stated that there were three water breaks. The athlete’s core temperature 

was 107 degrees. There was no autopsy, but the coroner concluded it was a heat-stroke 

death. Another player on the team also collapsed that day, but recovered after two days 

in the hospital. 

 A 16-year-old high school football player collapsed during a practice session on August 

26th and died on August 31st. Cause of death was determined to be heat stroke. The 

athlete was 6’5” tall and weighed 360 lbs. His core body temperature at the hospital was 

108 degrees. On August 1 he suffered from heat exhaustion and spent two days in the 

hospital. 

 An 18-year-old college football player collapsed and died after the first practice of the 

year on August 14th. The temperature was 89 degrees. The athlete was 6’1” tall and 



weighed 240 lbs. Practice that day lasted 1 ½ hours and the players wore shorts and 

helmets, but no pads. Cause of death was heat related.  

Case Reports – Football - 2009: 

 A 16-year-old high school football player collapsed at practice on July 28th and died on 

July 29th. The player was 6’ tall and weighed 330 lbs. He was participating in the first 

day of two-a-day practices. The autopsy stated the cause of death was heat stroke. His 

core body temperature recorded at the time of death was 111 degrees. The autopsy also 

stated that the player’s weight played a role in his death. The outside temperature that 

day was in the 70s with high humidity. 

 A 16-year-old high school football player collapsed on July 2nd while participating in 

voluntary conditioning drills with his high-school football team. He died on July 

5th. According to the autopsy report the cause of death was heat stroke. The outside 

temperature at the time of the drills was 81 degrees and the players were not wearing 

football equipment 

 A 13-year-old middle school football player died in his sleep on August 25th, the morning 

after his first football practice. The temperature on the first day of practice was over 100 

degrees and the practice lasted between 1 1/2 and 2 hours. Players wore helmets, 

shorts and shirts, but no protective equipment. The cause of death was determined to be 

heat stroke. 

 An 18-year-old college freshman football player collapsed at practice on August 12th 

and died on August 14th. The coroner’s report stated death was caused by heat and 

exertion. 

Case Reports - Other Sports: 

During the 1997-1998 academic year three college wrestlers died while trying to make weight 

for a match. All three died of complications from heat stroke. These were the first recorded 

wrestling deaths associated with weight reduction; 

 A male high school cross-country runner collapsed from the heat during a three-mile 

cross-country race. The heat index was 98 degrees during the race. He collapsed in the 

yard of a nurse, who iced him down and saved his life. The athlete has recovered. A 

number of schools are now placing monitors along the race route as a safety precaution. 

In this case, death was averted simply because someone knew how to recognize the 

problem and knew the steps to take to treat the problem correctly. While she was a 

nurse, anyone with the same level of knowledge regarding heat-related illnesses could 

have achieved the same outcome. 


