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Abstract: On a television show, a pre-cooled bare-skinned person (TV host) passed through engulfing
kerosene flames. The assumption was that a water film should protect him during 0.74 s flame
exposure in an environment of 86 kW/m2 heat flux. The TV host got light burn inflammation on
the back, arms and legs. The present work studies skin temperatures and burn damage integral of
such dangerous flame exposure. The skin temperature distribution during water spray pre-cooling,
transport to the flames, flame exposure, transport to the water pool, and final water pool cooling
is modelled numerically. Details of the temperature development of the skin layers are presented,
as well as the associated damage integral. It is shown that 5 ◦C water spray applied for a 30 s period
pre-cooled the skin sufficiently to prevent severe skin injury. Soot marks indicate that the water layer
evaporated completely in some areas resulting in skin flame contact. This exposed dry skin directly to
the flames contributing significantly to the damage integral. It is further analyzed how higher water
temperature, shorter pre-cooling period or longer flame exposure influence the damage integral. It is
evident that minor changes in conditions could lead to severe burns and that high heat flux levels at
the end of the exposure period are especially dangerous. This flame stunt should never be repeated.
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1. Background

In the 2016 TV-series Life on the Line (Med livet som innsats) presented by the Norwegian
Broadcasting Corporation, www.nrk.no, physics principles are demonstrated through rather dangerous
stunts. The concept is that the physics should protect the TV-host from the dangers he is challenging.
Inspired by the folk-physics concept of a wet finger being protected by water evaporation when
passed through a candle flame, it was decided to pass a wetted person through large flames. In one
of the episodes, named “Grilled Alive”, the TV host, therefore, slid on water-cooled rails through
fully-engulfing kerosene flames. A short video for the international audience is available at [1].
An overview photo before the fire was arranged (just to the left of the container pool), is shown in
Figure 1. At the start point, the TV-host was sprayed with water at temperature 5 ◦C for about 30 s
in order to be fully wetted before the travel towards the 0.74 s flame exposure. A photo of the flame
exposure is shown in Figure 2. Soot marks and developing inflammation after the flame exposure are
shown in Figure 3.

The TV host described feeling a stinging pain in the body just before entering the container pool.
The inflammation was felt like a sun burn for the next 24–36 h. There was, however, no permanent
skin damage. For further details, refer to the video link [1].
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Figure 1. The set-up for the flame exposure (Bulldozer Film Inc., Oslo, Norway). Reproduced with 
permission. 

 

Figure 2. Engulfed in flames en route to the cooling pool (Bulldozer Film Inc., Oslo, Norway). 
Reproduced with permission. 

 

Figure 3. Soot marks and developing inflammation on arms and back (photo: Andreas Wahl. 
Reproduced with permission). 
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After World War II, a series of important studies on the effects of thermal skin injury was 
published in The American Journal of Pathology. These articles included heat transport to, and through, 
porcine skin, as well as temperature recordings [2]. The importance of time and surface temperature 
in causing cutaneous burns [3] was also studied, in addition to the pathology and pathogenesis of 
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2. Introduction

After World War II, a series of important studies on the effects of thermal skin injury was published
in The American Journal of Pathology. These articles included heat transport to, and through, porcine
skin, as well as temperature recordings [2]. The importance of time and surface temperature in causing
cutaneous burns [3] was also studied, in addition to the pathology and pathogenesis of cutaneous
burns on pigs [4]. Most research in fire heat exposure to people lately has been on protective clothing.
Full manikin-scale test facilities have, therefore, been built for research and testing [5]. A recent review
of this work is given by Zhai and Li [6].

It is generally agreed that a temperature >44 ◦C will cause burns, with the degree depending
on the temperature and exposure time. Recently, more research has been conducted on burns and
burn treatment [7,8]. Skin simulators have also been built for studying heat transfer and comparing
the developed models to recorded "skin" temperatures during controlled cone calorimeter heat flux
exposure [9]. Fu et al. [7] showed that the dermis blood perfusion rate, and the epidermis and dermis
conductivity and heat capacity, had little influence on skin damage. Following heating of the skin’s
surface, Van de Sompel et al. [10] found that the reduction in Arrhenius damage integrals near the
skin’s surface during fast cooling was too small to be physiologically relevant.

Pain receptors are located at a depth of approximately 0.1 mm. The pain temperature threshold is
44.8 ◦C [11,12]. However, skin injury starts to develop when the skin temperature is greater than 44 ◦C
due to the onset of protein breakdown [13,14]. For hot fluid scalding, other researchers refer to 43 ◦C
as the onset of injury [15]. The resulting skin damage is a function of temperature and time period.
Inhalation of hot gases is another major health risk when exposed to flames or hot smoke. Inhalation
of air at 1000 ◦F (538 ◦C) will instantly result in heat injury to the upper airways above the carina [16].
Flame temperatures, typically close to 1000 ◦C, therefore, also represent a significant threat for short
periods of exposure. An Arrhenius type of damage development is often assumed, i.e., the damage
increases considerably with excess temperature.

Fires resulted in 11 million burn injuries hospitalizations in 2004 [17]. In high-income countries,
there were 0.14 burn injury hospitalizations per 100,000 persons [18], and it has recently been
demonstrated that the risk of hospitalization for fire-related burns increases during extreme cold
weather [19]. Burn injuries are, therefore, of major concern worldwide and exposure to flames and hot
gases should definitely be avoided.

The present work does, however, investigates voluntary flame exposure of pre-cooled (pre-wetted)
skin. Wieczorek and Dembsey [20] present a comprehensive review of the effects of thermal radiation
levels and skin injuries. They briefly discuss the benefit of low skin temperatures prior to radiant
heat exposure and conclude that that this may help considerably in preventing skin overheating.
The concept of pre-cooling is actually used to prevent burns prior to laser dermatology [21]. The only
research identified regarding pre-cooled wet human skin exposed to flames is the work by Log [22]
where analytical solutions were used to discuss the case studied in the present work.

The purpose of the present work is to study and analyze dangerous flame exposure of pre-cooled
skin by numerically modelling skin heat transfer, skin temperature distribution, and to evaluate skin
burn development. The benefit of numerical modelling compared to analytical solutions is that it
allows for analyzing the situation all the way from pre-cooling (wetting) through flame exposure
and to the water cooling pool. It also allows for modelling changed parameters, such as pre-wetting
period, water temperature, exposure time, timing of peak heat fluxes, etc., to study how these different
parameters affect burn development.

There are three modelling techniques available [23], i.e., based on the Fourier-type heat
transfer equation, wave-type heat transfer equation, or dual-phase lag-type heat transfer equation.
The modelling in the present work is based on numerically solving the Fourier-type heat transfer
equation, which has been used successfully by other researchers [24,25]. Based on such modelling a
very simple scald injury map was developed by Abraham et al. [26] demonstrating the quality of the
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Fourier-type modelling. In the present work, parameters for the modelling were collected from the TV
host, the support crew, and from video footage and the previous study [22].

The paper is unique in analyzing the whole process from pre-cooling through temperature
relaxation periods, flame exposure, and post flame exposure water cooling. It is also unique regarding
the analysis on early or late peak heat flux exposure on the skin burn damage integral. The paper starts
with explaining the background of the case studied (Section 1). Then the introduction describes research
on burns and burn modelling (Section 2), followed by a chapter describing the numerical calculations
and relevant input parameters (Section 3), a chapter presenting the findings (Section 4), a discussion
(Section 5) and a conclusion (Section 6). A strong motivation for completing and publishing this work
is to warn about the dangers of such severe flame exposure.

3. Modelling Heat Transport and Damage Integral

3.1. Heat Transport Modelling

According to Fourier’s law, the heat conducted in a solid is described by a linear relationship
between the temperature gradient and the heat flux:

.
q′′k = −k·∇T (W/m2) (1)

where k (W/m·K) is the thermal conductivity of the solid, i.e., the skin. The general heat balance for
bioheat transfer may be expressed as:

ρC
∂T
∂t

= −∇· .q′′k + WbρbCb(Tb − T) + Qmet + Qext (W/m3) (2)

where ρ (kg/m3) is the skin density, C (J/kg·K) is the skin specific heat, t (s) is the time, Wb (m3/m3 s)
is the blood perfusion rate, ρb (kg/m3) is the density of blood, Cb (J/kg·K) is the specific heat of
blood, Tb (K) is the temperature of the supplied blood, Qmet (W/m3) is the metabolic heat production,
and Qext (W/m3) is heat supplied from an external heat source.

In a parametric study, Ng and Chua [27] concluded that the blood perfusion rate did not have
much influence on the extent of burns. This confirmed the opinion of Lipkin et al. [28] that about 20 s is
needed for the skin to increase the blood flow. Recently, Fu et al. [7] came to a similar conclusion. Since
the heat exposure in the present study was very short and represents massive heat transfer compared
to any potential blood perfusion and metabolic heat production, only the heat supplied (or withdrawn)
by an external source was taken into consideration. This external source is assumed to operate at the
surface, and in the present work, a flat body surface area, i.e., the lower back, is studied. This allows
for studying heat flow in one dimension, i.e., dependent on the depth (x-dimension) only.

Assuming thermal properties independent of temperature, the corresponding heat equation
below the skin surface is then given by:

∂T
∂t

= a
∂2T
∂x2 (K/s) (3)

where a (m2/s) is the thermal diffusivity given by:

a =
k

ρC
(m2/s) (4)

The heat transfer model is shown in Figure 4a for the pre-wetting and the container pool cooling
and in Figure 4b for the flame exposure. The period of temperature relaxation just prior to and just
after the flame exposure, is modeled similarly to the flame exposure without flames and in contact
with an adiabatic surface layer, i.e., thermally insulated. This assumption is based on very low heat
exchange between the skin and the ambient air compared to water spray cooling and flame exposure.
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The heat flux by convection from the skin surface at temperature TS (K) to the water spray at
temperature TW (K) may be expressed by:

.
q′′h = hws·(TS − TW) (W/m2) (5)

where hws (W/m2·K) is the convective heat transfer coefficient estimated to 300 W/m2 K by [22].
Based on the 2.9 m flame zone shown in Figure 2 (based on the size of the kerosene pool) and estimated
flame properties in [22], i.e., a flame temperature of 950 ◦C, an optical path length of 0.3 m, and an
extinction coefficient of 2.6 1/m, the wet skin on the back was exposed to about 86 kW/m2. Based on
an analysis including the specific heat of a water layer, water vapor diffusive transport through a
transition layer at the body surface, as well as the fact that the water evaporated completely, at most
24 kW/m2 was absorbed by heating and evaporating the water film. The readers are referred to [22]
for the details of this analysis. The average net heat exposure to the skin was, therefore, estimated to
62 kW/m2 as long as there was a water layer present on the skin surface [22].

Solving Equation (3) numerically for the skin layers of the proper thermal properties opens for
including all the five phases of heat transfer, i.e., (1) pre-wetting, (2) first temperature relaxation,
(3) flame exposure, (4) second temperature relaxation, and (5) water pool cooling. For simplicity,
the initial skin temperature was set to 33 ◦C for all depths x = 0 to x = ∆, where ∆ (m) is the domain
size including the skin layers of Table 1. In order to comply with the external negative or positive heat
supply, the skin surface boundary conditions, i.e., at x = 0, where the phases 1–5 were set to:

(1) k ∂T
∂x = −hws(T(0, t)− Tw) for 0 < t ≤ 30.0 s, i.e., pre-wetting phase;

(2) k ∂T
∂x = 0 for 30.0 < t ≤ 31.0 s, i.e., first temperature relaxation;

(3) k ∂T
∂x = − .

q′′net for 31.0 < t ≤ 31.74 s, i.e., flame exposure;
(4) k ∂T

∂x = 0 for 31.74 < t ≤ 33.0 s, i.e., 2nd temperature relaxation; and
(5) k ∂T

∂x = −hwp(T(0, t)− Tw) for 31.5 < t ≤ 40.0 s, water pool cooling.

where hws and hwp are the heat transfer coefficients for skin to water spray and skin to pool water
heat transfer, respectively. The boundary condition for the inner surface is given by the contact
with an adiabatic surface, i.e.,

(6) k ∂T
∂x = 0 for all t at x = ∆.

The domain size (depth of the skin) must be large enough to limit any influence of the finite
dimensions. A depth ∆ > 2

√
at is normally required to minimize the influence of the reflectance heat

wave of a limited domain [29], where a (m2/s) and t (s) are the thermal diffusivity and time, respectively.
The whole subcutaneous layer was, therefore, included in the calculation domain. A comprehensive
summary of skin thicknesses and properties as they relate to burns are provided by Johnson et al. [15],
referring to trunk epidermis of 42.4 µm. Using the skin properties of Table 1 and a total time period
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of 40 s gives ∆ ≈ 5.7
√

at, i.e., the domain size was sufficiently large to minimize any finite skin
depth influence. The water spray temperature was estimated to 5 ◦C and the convective heat transfer
coefficient was estimated to 300 W/m2 K in a previous study [22].

In order to achieve numerical stability, the Fourier number must satisfy:

Fo = a· ∆t
∆x2 < 0.5 (6)

where ∆t (s) is the numerical integration time interval and ∆x (m) is the layer thickness. A computer
program was written in the C++ language to solve the involved numerical equations for the presented
boundary conditions. For the numerical integration ∆x = 1 µm and ∆t = 4 µs were used to comply
with Equation (5) ensuring numerical stability for the skin layer of the highest thermal diffusivity,
i.e., the dermis layer.

Table 1. Properties of the involved layers (thermal conductivity, k, density, ρ, and specific heat, C, are
from [30]. Skin layer thickness estimates for the back are from [31]).

Skin layer k (W/m K) ρ (kg/m3) CP (J/kg K) a (m2/s) Thickness (m)

Epidermis 0.24 1200 3590 5.6 × 10−8 43 × 10−6

Dermis 0.45 1200 3300 1.1 × 10−7 0.0013
Sub cutaneous 0.19 1000 2500 7.6 × 10−8 0.01

3.2. Burn Modelling

The damage index Ω is used to quantify thermal exposure and cell injury due to excessive skin
temperatures and protein breakdown, where collagen is one of the main proteins involved [32]:

Ω(τ) = ln
(

C0

Cτ

)
(7)

where C0 and Cτ represent the number of undamaged cells prior to and after the heat exposure,
respectively. A damage index of 0.1 indicates that 90% of the cells are still undamaged after the
heat exposure while a damage index of 1.0 indicates that only 36% of the cells are still undamaged.
The rate of developing skin damage can be calculated using an Arrhenius-based model developed by
Henriques [33]:

∂Ω
∂t

= P exp(−∆E
RT

) (8)

where P (1/s) is the pre-exponential factor (P = 2.185 × 10124 1/s for 44 ◦C ≤ T ≤ 50 ◦C and
P = 1.823 × 1051 1/s for T > 50 ◦C) and ∆E (J/mol) is the activation energy for developing skin
damage (∆E = 7.78·105 J/mol for 44 ◦C ≤ T ≤ 50 ◦C and ∆E = 3.27 × 105 J/mol for T > 50 ◦C [20].
The total damage was integrated over the time interval where the basal layer temperature was ≥44 ◦C:

Ω =
∫ t

0
P exp (−∆E

RT
)dt (9)

Since the damage index is calculated as an integral, it is often referred to as the damage integral.
Ye and He [22] report a damage integral Ω = 0.53 at 0.1 mm depth as the limit for first-degree burns,
Ω = 1.0 as the limit for second-degree order burns and Ω = 104 for third-degree burns. Comparing the
calculated damage integral with these values was used to discuss skin injury for different exposure
situations. Numerical integration of Equation (8) was also done in the same C++ program.

It should be noted that there are also another burn classification system dividing burns into
superficial burns (equivalent to first-degree burns), superficial partial-thickness burns (extending
into the outermost half of the dermal layer), deep-partial thickness burns (passing through the
mid-dermal layer and well into the reticular layer), and full-thickness burns (equivalent to third-degree
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and fourth-degree burns in that they pass completely through the dermis and into the underlying
tissue) [34]. The benefit of this second classification system is that it identifies skin burns into categories
with different treatment methods. However, since the first system is most recognized within the field
of fire safety, this classification system is referred to in the present work.

4. Results

The temperature development of the skin with the given boundary conditions and the thermal
skin properties of Table 1 are shown in Figure 5. It is clearly seen that the pre-cooling reduced the
temperatures of the outer skin layers. The epidermis and dermis layer layers were significantly cooled,
while only the outer part of the subcutaneous layer was involved in the cooling process. At 5 mm depth,
only a very minor reduction in temperature is observed, while at the inner edge of the numerical
domain, i.e., at 12 mm depth, a temperature change was first recorded at the fifth decimal after
32 s. This shows that the domain was sufficiently large to prevent any finite domain size influence.
The minor temperature drop at 5 mm depth, as seen in Figure 5, indicates that a domain depth of
5–6 mm would indeed have been sufficient for the current modelling. Increasing ∆x to 2 µm did not
change the results. It was, however, decided to use the initial domain for the succeeding modelling.
The only disadvantage was the longer time needed for the calculations (proportional to 1/∆x2).
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The temperature development during the transport from the spray cooling towards the flame
exposure for selected skin depths is shown in Figure 6. It is evident that the temperatures of the outer
skin layers do equilibrate some prior to the heat exposure, i.e., the temperatures of the outer 0.1 mm of
the skin are quite equal at 31 s, i.e., at the flame entry. During this equilibrating phase, the temperature
of the basal layer increases more than two degrees, i.e., from 18.6 ◦C to 20.7 ◦C making the skin more
susceptible to burn development during the flame exposure.
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The heat flux to the wet skin was previously estimated to 86 kW/m2 and the heat flux to areas
covered by a water film was approximately 62 kW/m2 [22]. In the present work, the base case for the
skin net heat flux exposure was, therefore, 62 kW/m2. The exposure time was 0.74 s. The temperature
development during heat exposure and temperature relaxation on the way to the container pool is
shown in Figure 7. The temperature of the base layer is above the threshold temperature for developing
skin burns, i.e., 44 ◦C [13,14], in 0.73 s, with 60.2 ◦C as the peak temperature. The corresponding
damage integral at 0.1 mm depth is calculated to 0.13. The pain sensors at 0.1 mm depth reach the pain
threshold value, i.e., 44.8 ◦C, at 31.5 s and stays above this limit for 0.60 s. This is in agreement with
the stinging pain experienced by the TV host.
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According to Wolf and Garner [35] a naked human body immersed in stagnant water is expected
to show a heat transfer coefficient between 100 and 200 W/m2 K. Given a water thermal conductivity
of 0.6 W/m K, this would indicate a heat transfer transition layer of 6 mm and 3 mm, respectively.
While the TV-host was moving fast through the water, the transition layer was smaller than this,
particularly on the large back surface. If we assume that the transition layer at a certain instant was
e.g., 2 mm at the surface we analyzed for burns, the heat transfer coefficient would become 300 W/m2

K. This value was used in the present work, though it may have been larger than that, especially in
the first second or two (it should be noted that the selected water heat transfer coefficient does not
influence the burn development as the temperatures were well below the temperatures associated
with burn development while hitting the water surface at 33 s, as seen in Figure 7). The temperature
development of the skin during cooling in the water pool is shown in Figure 8. It is clearly seen that
the outer skin layers start cooling rather quickly. On the other hand, the deeper layers experience
temperature increase while immersed in water. This is due to the previously-initiated flame exposure
heat wave still moving inwards at these skin depths, at least in the early phase of the pool cooling.
Similar temperature waves expanding diffusively were also observed by Johnson et al. [15], while the
surface experienced cooling following hot water scalding.
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The net heat flux of 62 kW/m2 was the lowest possible heat flux estimated by [22], and the
associated damage integral was calculated to 0.13 (Table 2, Case A). Soot deposits, as shown in Figure 3,
indicate complete drying on parts of the skin surface, i.e., some parts of the skin surface did experience
direct flame contact and heat flux levels of about 86 kW/m2. We may, therefore, consider situations
where the skin is initially exposed to, e.g., 62 kW/m2 and then subsequently exposed to 86 kW/m2

during the last part of the 0.74 s exposure time, i.e., te. Assuming that the skin was exposed to
62 kW/m2 in e.g., 0.9·te and then to 86 kW/m2 in 0.1·te, i.e., fully exposed in the last 10% of the
flame exposure period (Table 2, Case B), giving a damage integral of 0.25. The opposite case (Table 2,
Case C), with exposure to 86 kW/m2 in a period of 0.1·te and then 62 kW/m2 in the rest 0.9·te of the
flame exposure gives less damage integral, i.e., 0.18. The average heat flux, i.e., constant heat flux of
64.4 kW/m2 during the exposure period (Case D), gives a damage integral of 0.21.

Table 2. Damage integral (Ω) for different variations of water temperature, pre-wetting period, net heat
flux, and time of heat exposure.

Case TW
(K) tw (s)

.
q”

net
(kW/m2) te (s) Ω Comments

A 5 30 62.0 0.74 0.13 Reference case, constant 62 kW/m2

B 5 30 64.4 * 0.74 0.25 0.9·te·62 kW/m2 and 0.1·te·86 kW/m2

C 5 30 64.4 * 0.74 0.18 0.1·te·86 kW/m2 and 0.9·te·62 kW/m2

D 5 30 64.4 0.74 0.21 Constant
.
q′′net= (0.9·62 + 0.1·86) kW/m2

E 5 30 68.4 * 0.74 0.55 0.8·te·62 kW/m2 and 0.2·te·86 kW/m2

F 5 30 68.4 * 0.74 0.26 0.2·te·86 kW/m2 and 0.8·te·62 kW/m2

G 5 30 68.4 0.74 0.49 Constant· .q′′net = (0.8·62 + 0.2·86) kW/m2

H 5 30 62.0 0.74 0.22 As reference case A, but 20 s pre-wetting
I 5 30 62.0 0.74 0.55 As reference case A, but 10 s pre-wetting
J 15 30 62.0 0.74 0.56 As reference case A, but TW = 15 ◦C
K 25 30 62.0 0.74 2.38 As reference case A, but TW = 25 ◦C
L 5 30 64.4 * 0.80 0.52 As case B, but te = 0.8 s
M 15 20 64.4 0.74 1.51 As case B, but TW = 15 ◦C and tW = 20 s

* representing the average heat flux.

The temperatures of a similar situation where the skin is, however, fully exposed during either
the last 20% or the first 20% of the exposure period (Case E and Case F) are shown in Figure 9.
The damage integrals of these cases are 0.55 and 0.26, respectively. For the equivalent average heat
flux of 68.4 kW/m2 (Case G) the damage integral is 0.49.
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An equal amount of heat was supplied in these compared sets of cases (B, C, and D or E, F,
and G). If the strong heat flux is supplied early, there is more time for the heat to diffuse deeper
into the skin layers, reducing the temperature peak, while a late strong heat supply results in higher
peak temperatures. Since the burn damage development according to Equation (8) is exponentially
dependent on the temperature, supplying a larger fraction of the total heat late results in higher
damage integrals due to the higher peak temperature. This was indeed the case in the real flame
exposure, where the unprotected skin was directly exposed after the water layer had drained away or
evaporated completely from the skin’s surface.

Compared to the inflammation shown in Figure 3, it may look like the model slightly
underestimates the skin burns experienced by the TV host. It is, however, based on a constant
heat flux while the water film is evaporating. This may not be correct as the net heat flux to the
skin must have been smaller in the start and higher at the end just before the water film evaporated
completely and, in particular, when dry skin was directly exposed. It is, however, very challenging
to model this, which was outside the scope of the present work. Though not completely realistic,
the current model may, however, serve as a tool for studying slightly changed conditions. The 30 s
length of the pre-wetting period was based on an interview with the TV host, i.e., it was estimated,
not recorded.

Results for different cases such as higher water temperature (TW), shorter pre-wetting period (tw)
and longer flame exposure (te) are listed in Table 2. Case B and Case E are modelled based on the base
Case A, but with dry skin exposed to the flames during the last 10% and 20% of the flame exposure.
The damage integrals are 0.25 and 0.55, respectively. The heat exposure experienced by the TV host
may very well have been within this range.

Comparing reference Case A with Cases H and I, it is seen that the length of the spray cooling
period is of importance regarding the skin burns development. Decreasing the spray wetting time
from 30 to 10 s increases the damage integral from 0.13 to 0.55, i.e., to first-degree burns. Increasing the
water temperature from 5 ◦C via 15 ◦C to 25 ◦C, i.e., Cases A, J, and K, increases the damage integral
from 0.13 via 0.56 to 2.38. This would cause very severe burns. An increase in exposure time from
0.74 s (Case B) to 0.80 s (Case L) increases the damage integral from 0.25 to 0.52, i.e., to first-degree
burns. A water temperature of 15 ◦C and a 20 s pre-cooling period combined with a final 10% dry skin
exposure gave a damage integral of 1.51, i.e., severe second-degree burns.

The results show that variations in conditions, well within reasonable limits, may cause very
severe burns. This illustrates the dangers associated with such flame exposure. Blind copying this flame
stunt in a warmer climate where the available water is, e.g., 25 ◦C would result in very severe burns.

5. Discussion

The numerical model, which has also been used by other researchers, e.g., [35–37], was shown
to give valuable information about skin temperature development and damage integral. The base
calculations show that the temperature at 0.1 mm skin depth clearly passed the pain limit,
confirming the physiological observation of pain felt in the flame stunt. The model predicts Ω = 0.13,
i.e., no first-degree burns on the back skin surface, given the minimum 62 kW/m2 net heat flux. This is
in contrast to the inflammation described by the TV host and shown in Figure 3, which, according to
Lewis et al. [38], fits with epidermal (first degree) burn damage.

If the skin was completely dry and exposed to the estimated 86 kW/m2 heat flux for the last 20%
of the flame exposure, the model predicts Ω = 0.55, i.e., just above the limit for first-degree skin burns.
The model is itself a simplification. The skin was in reality not exposed to a constant average heat
flux, i.e., 62 kW/m2, during the period until all of the water evaporated. It is more likely that the heat
flux increased as the water film heated up and started drying, with a higher heat flux at the end of
this period. It was demonstrated that increased heat flux at the end of the exposure period does more
harm than a constant equivalent average heat flux throughout the heat exposure period. This is in
agreement with the results by Zhai and Li [39] discussing late high heat flux to skin through protective
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clothing. It should also be noted that the estimated heat flux to the body is probably not even within
an accuracy of ±10–20%. The values estimated by [22] are, however, done in accordance with the best
practice in fire safety science [21].

In the real flame exposure of the case analyzed in the present work, the skin received some heat
flux, i.e., radiation, before entering the flame zone and just after exiting the flame zone. This was not
included in the present model. Given these model weaknesses, the model may, however, indicate
that without the water film drying completely, first degree burns would not be expected. If the skin
dried and was directly exposed for the last 15–16% of the heat exposure period, first-degree burns
seems realistic. Though this cannot be verified, it is consistent with soot marks on body parts showing
inflammation on the back, under the arms, and under the legs.

In addition to the limitations of the numerical model and assumptions of constant thermal
properties of the skin, there were also uncertainties regarding the length of the pre-wetting period.
The results are, therefore, only indicative, as are often experienced in case studies where only a limited
number of relevant parameters are obtained with some accuracy after an incident of interest. Keeping
the uncertainties in mind, the model seems fair in predicting first degree burns in this type of flame
exposure, and, when comparing one case to another, assumptions, like the constant thermal properties
of the skin, do not significantly influence the results.

An important feature with the modelling is the possibility to analyze slightly changed conditions.
It is demonstrated that the length of the pre-wetting period is important. Changing the temperature of
the pre-wetting water also has a major influence on the outcomes regarding skin burns. A combination
of shorter pre-wetting period and warmer pre-wetting water would likely result in severe second-order
burns. This is in agreement with the conclusions by Ng and Chua [27] regarding the initial tissue
temperature having a substantial influence on burns development. The results of the present work
should, however, be used with care as warmer skin at flame exposure might also result in faster water
film evaporation and even longer period of dry skin flame exposure. This could increase the skin
damages even more than estimated in the present work.

Ng and Chua [27] showed that the thickness of the epidermis and dermis has a substantial
influence on assessing burn thresholds. It is, therefore, not surprising that the TV host got most of the
inflammation on the back which, according to Millington and Wilkinson [31], is among the body parts
with the thinnest dermis layer.

The 30-s long pre-wetting period in combination with low water temperature was vital for
avoiding severe thermal skin injuries in the case studied in the present work. It gave a temperature
margin, as in carefully-tailored tissue cooling prior to dermatology [21]. However, neither the
pre-cooling period, nor the water temperature, was planned for in the TV stunt and their fortunately
favorable combination was not considered. In the present study, it is clearly demonstrated that a
somewhat less favorable set of conditions might have resulted in severe burns. A considerably larger
margin should have been chosen or, best of all, such a dangerous flame stunt should never have been
undertaken. This was indeed a narrow escape. Blindly copying this flame stunt in warmer climates
could certainly result in very serious burns.

6. Conclusions

Skin temperature distribution during pre-cooling, transport to the flames, flame exposure,
transport to the water pool, and final water pool cooling for a concrete case presented on public
TV was modelled numerically. Details of the temperature development in the skin layers were
presented, as well as the associated damage integral. It is shown that the water at 5 ◦C applied for a
30 s period pre-cooled the skin sufficiently to prevent severe skin injury. It is further analyzed how
higher water temperature, shorter pre-cooling period or longer flame exposure influence calculated
damage integrals. It is shown that minor changes in conditions could lead to severe burns and that
high heat flux levels at the end of the exposure period is especially dangerous. This flame stunt should
never be repeated.



Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 1024 12 of 13

Acknowledgments: Communication with the TV host (and stunt man), Andreas Wahl, and permission granted by
the producer, Christian Holm-Glad, Bulldozer Film Inc., Oslo, Norway, to use photographs from their film material
is appreciated. The suggestions from the anonymous reviewers for improving the manuscript are also highly
appreciated. This research did not receive any specific grant from funding agencies in the public, commercial,
or not-for-profit sectors. It was internally supported by the Western Norway University of Applied Sciences safety
research program, including covering costs to publish in open access.

Conflicts of Interest: The author declares no conflict of interest.

References

1. “Grilled Alive”. Available online: http://youtu.be/mQVlOXfegsA (accessed on 5 September 2017).
2. Henriques, F.C.; Moritz, A.R. Studies of thermal injury, I: The conduction of heat to and through skin and

the temperatures attained therein: a theoretical and an experimental investigation. Am. J. Pathol. 1947, 23,
530–549. [PubMed]

3. Moritz, A.; Henriques, F.C. Studies of thermal injury, II: The relative importance of time and surface
temperature in the causation of cutaneous burns. Am. J. Pathol. 1947, 23, 695–720. [PubMed]

4. Moritz, A.R. Studies of thermal injury, III: The pathology and pathogenesis of cutaneous burns:
An experimental study. Am. J. Pathol. 1947, 23, 915–941. [PubMed]

5. Song, G.; Barker, R.L.; Hamouda, H.; Kuznetsov, A.V.; Chitrphiromsri, P.; Grimes, R.V. Modeling the thermal
protective performance of heat resistant garments in flash fire exposures. Text. Res. J. 2004, 74, 1033–1040.
[CrossRef]

6. Zhai, L.N.; Li, J. Prediction methods of skin burn for performance evaluation of thermal protective clothing.
Burns 2015, 41, 1385–1396. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

7. Fu, M.; Weng, W.G.; Yuan, H.Y. Numerical simulation of the effects of blood perfusion, water diffusion,
and vaporization on the skin temperature and burn injuries. Numer. Heat. Transfer. Pt. A-Appl. 2014, 65,
1187–1203. [CrossRef]

8. Tobalem, M.; Harder, Y.; Tschanz, E.; Speidel, V.; Pittet-Cuénod, B.; Wettstein, R. First-aid with warm water
delays burn progression and increases skin survival. J. Plast. Reconstr. Aesthet. Surg. 2013, 66, 260–266.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

9. Monds, J.R.; McDonald, A.G. Determination of skin temperature distribution and heat flux during simulated
fires using Green's functions over finite-length scales. Appl. Therm. Eng. 2013, 50, 593–603. [CrossRef]

10. Van de Sompel, D.; Kong, T.Y.; Ventikos, Y. Modelling of experimentally created partial-thickness human
skin burns and subsequent therapeutic cooling: A new measure for cooling effectiveness. Med. Eng. Phys.
2009, 31, 624–631. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

11. Buettner, K. Effects of extreme heat and cold on human skin. II. Surface temperature, pain and heat
conductivity in experiments with radiant heat. J. Appl. Physiol. 1951, 3, 703–713. [PubMed]

12. Lawrence, J.C.; Bull, J.P. Thermal conditions which cause skin burns. J. Eng. Med. 1976, 5, 61–63. [CrossRef]
13. Dries, D.J.; Endorf, F.W. Inhalation injury: Epidemiology, pathology, treatment strategies. Scand. J. Trauma

Resusc. Emerg. Med. 2013, 21, 31. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
14. Stoll, A.; Greene, L.C. Relationship between pain and tissue damage due to thermal radiation. J. Appl. Physiol.

1959, 14, 373–383. [PubMed]
15. Johnson, N.N.; Abraham, J.P.; Helgeson, Z.I.; Minkowycz, W.J.; Sparrow, E.M. An archive of skin-layer

thicknesses and properties and calculations of scald burns with comparisons to experimental observations.
J. Therm. Sci. Eng. Appl. 2011, 3, 011003. [CrossRef]

16. Marx, J. Thermal burns, Chapter 60. In Rosen’s Emergency Medicine: Concepts and Clinical Practice, 7th ed.;
Mosby/Elsevier: Philadelphia, PA, USA, 2010.

17. Mathers, C.; Fat, D.M.; Boerma, J.T. The Global Burden of Disease: 2004 Update; World Health Organization:
Geneva, Switzerland, 2008.

18. Sadeghi-Bazargani, H.; Mohammadi, R.; Ayubi, E.; Almasi-Hashiani, A.; Pakzad, R.; Sullman, M.J.M.;
Safiri, S. Caregiver-related predictors of thermal burn injuries among Iranian children: A case-control study.
PLoS ONE 2017, 12, e0170982. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

19. Ayoub, A.; Kosatsky, T.; Smargiassi, A.; Bilodeau-Bertrand, M.; Auger, N. Risk of hospitalization for
fire-related burns during extreme cold weather. Environ. Res. 2017, 158, 393–398. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

http://youtu.be/mQVlOXfegsA
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19970945
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19970955
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19970971
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/004051750407401201
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burns.2015.02.019
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25816966
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10407782.2013.869449
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.bjps.2012.09.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23059135
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.applthermaleng.2012.06.014
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.medengphy.2008.11.016
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/19124267
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/14850401
http://dx.doi.org/10.1243/EMED_JOUR_1976_005_023_02
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1757-7241-21-31
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23597126
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/13654166
http://dx.doi.org/10.1115/1.4003610
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0170982
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28151942
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.envres.2017.07.001
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28689030


Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2017, 14, 1024 13 of 13

20. Wieczorek, C.J.; Dembsey, N.A. Effects of thermal radiation on people: Predicting 1st and 2nd degree skin
burns, Chapter 68. In SFPE Handbook of Fire Protection Engineering, 5th ed.; Hurley, M.J., Ed.; Springer:
Berlin, Germany, 2015.

21. Li, D.; Chen, B.; Wu, W.J.; Wang, G.X.; He, Y.L. Multi-scale modeling of tissue freezing during cryogen spray
cooling with R134a, R407c and R404a. Appl. Therm. Eng. 2014, 73, 1489–1500. [CrossRef]

22. Log, T. Skin temperatures of a pre-cooled wet person exposed to engulfing flames. Fire Safety J. 2017, 89, 1–6.
[CrossRef]

23. Ye, H.; De, S. Thermal injury of skin and subcutaneous tissues: A review of experimental approaches and
numerical models. Burns 2017, 43, 909–932. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

24. Abraham, J.P.; Plourde, B.; Vallez, L.; Stark, J.; Diller, K.R. Estimating the time and temperature relationship
for causation of deep-partial thickness skin burns. Burns 2015, 41, 1741–1747. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

25. Abraham, J.P.; Nelson-Cheeseman, B.B.; Sparrow, E.; Wentz, J.E.; Gorman, J.M.; Wolf, S.E. Comprehensive
method to predict and quantify scald burns from beverage spills. Int. J. Hyperther. 2016, 32, 900–910.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

26. Abraham, J.P.; Hennessey, M.P.; Minkowycz, W.J. A simple algebraic model to predict burn depth and injury.
Int. Commun. Heat Mass Trans. 2011, 38, 1169–1171. [CrossRef]

27. Ng, E.Y.K.; Chua, L.T. Prediction of skin burn injury. Part 2: Parametric and sensitivity analysis. Proc. Inst.
Mech. Eng. H. 2002, 216, 171–183. [CrossRef] [PubMed]

28. Lipkin, M.; Hardy, J.D. Measurement of some thermal properties of human tissues. J. Appl. Physiol. 1954, 7,
212–217. [PubMed]

29. Log, T.; Gustafsson, S.E. Transient Plane Source (TPS) technique for measuring thermal transport properties
of building materials. Fire Mater. 1995, 19, 43–49. [CrossRef]

30. Jiang, S.C.; Ma, N.; Li, H.J.; Zhang, X.X. Effects of thermal properties and geometrical dimensions on skin
burn injuries. Burns 2002, 28, 713–717. [CrossRef]

31. Millington, P.F.; Wilkinson, R. Skin; Cambridge University Press: New York, NY, USA, 1983.
32. Viglianti, B.L.; Dewhirst, M.W.; Abraham, J.P.; Gorman, J.-M.; Sparrow, E.M. Rationalization of thermal

injury quantification methods: Application to skin burns. Burns 2014, 40, 896–902. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
33. Henriques, F.C. Studies of thermal injury. V. The predictability and the significance of thermally induced

rate processes leading to irreversible epidermal injury. Arch. Pathol. 1947, 43, 489–502.
34. Bourdon, R.T.; Nelson-Cheeseman, B.B.; Abraham, J.P. Review of the initial treatment and avoidance of scald

injuries. World J. Dermatol. 2017, 6, 17–26.
35. Wolf, M.B.; Garner, R.P. Simulation of human thermoregulation during water immersion: Application to an

aircraft cabin water-spray system. Ann. Biomed. Eng. 1997, 25, 620–634. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
36. Bourdon, R.T.; Nelson-Cheeseman, B.B.; Abraham, J.P. Prediction, identification, and initial treatment guide

for scald injuries. Aust. J. Emerg. Crit. Care Med. 2016, 3, 1043.
37. Vallez, L.J.; Plourde, B.D.; Wentz, J.E.; Nelson-Cheeseman, B.B.; Abraham, J.P. A review of scald burn injuries.

Internal Med. Rev. 2017, 3, 1–18.
38. Lewis, G.M.; Heimbach, D.M.; Gibran, N.S. Evaluation of the burn wound: Management decisions. In Total

Burn Care, 4th ed.; Herndon, D.N., Ed.; Elsevier: New York, NY, USA, 2012.
39. Zhai, L.; Li, J. Correlation and difference between stoll criterion and damage integral model for burn

evaluation of thermal protective clothing. Fire Safety J. 2016, 86, 120–125. [CrossRef]

© 2017 by the author. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.applthermaleng.2014.03.034
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.firesaf.2017.02.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burns.2016.11.014
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27931765
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burns.2015.06.002
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/26188899
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/02656736.2016.1211752
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27405847
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.icheatmasstransfer.2011.07.004
http://dx.doi.org/10.1243/0954411021536388
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/12137284
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/13211500
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/fam.810190107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0305-4179(02)00104-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.burns.2013.12.005
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24418648
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/BF02684840
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9236975
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.firesaf.2016.10.007
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Background 
	Introduction 
	Modelling Heat Transport and Damage Integral 
	Heat Transport Modelling 
	Burn Modelling 

	Results 
	Discussion 
	Conclusions 

