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▪ Every year, in Kazakhstan, and neighboring regions, 

children die from being accidently left in vehicles.

▪ Fatal heatstroke, involving widespread 

hemorrhaging, including the lungs, may occur when 

body temperature > 40°C [1].

▪ If parked in sunlight, temperatures within cars can 

reach 25°C higher than the ambient temperature [2], 

thus heatstroke can occur even on quite cool days.

▪ National statistics for most countries are not 

available. There are >4 fatalities reported each year 

in Chinese media, and around 38 each year in USA 

media [3]. The true incidence is likely higher. 

▪ The cognitive mistakes that lead to these 

catastrophic events are not known.

INTRODUCTION

METHODS
▪ As most cases of fatal vehicular heatstroke are 

described in the media of the USA, we studied all 

cases in the USA reported on news websites 

between 2019 and 2023.

▪ Data were recorded on details of the adults 

involved, the deceased, and the journey. 

▪ We used cognitive science theories on action 

organization to categorize the different incidents.

▪ 166 separate fatal vehicular heatstroke incidents 

involving babies or children were identified.

▪ Multiple news sources for each incident were 

consulted.

▪ Three different raters analyzed the reports and 

agreed on data recorded and type of cognitive 

error that occurred.
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ANALYSIS: CIRCUMSTANCES OF ALL 166 FATAL INCIDENTS

▪ Vehicular heatstroke resulting in fatalities is relatively 

rare, but an extremely serious public health problem.

• About half of all cases are caused by cognitive errors, 

the characteristics of which have not been previously 

described. 

• We show that the features of the incidents are not 

inexplicable, but match closely onto several well-

documented phenomena from cognitive science.

• In particular, the goal-neglect theory of frontal-lobe 

function and fluid intelligence [5], and the concept of 

post-completion working memory errors [6] together 

explain more than half of all the cognitive errors made.

• Understanding the catastrophic errors made may allow 

for better understanding of the causes, and potential 

prevention strategies, of fatal vehicular heatstroke.

CONCLUSIONS
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