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Anyone working in a cold environment may be at risk for
cold stress. This could include an indoor workplace like cold
storage or an outdoor job in construction or agriculture.

Prolonged exposure to cold and/or freezing temperatures
while on the job may cause serious health problems such as
trench foot, frostbite and hypothermia. In extreme cases,
exposure to cold temperatures can lead to death.
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Proper PPE is critical in cold weather. (*1)

Follow the recommendations in this topic to help prevent
and minimize potential cold stress.

Although OSHA does not have a specific standard that covers
working in cold environments, under the Occupational Safety and
Health Act (OSH Act) of 1970, employers have a duty to protect
workers from recognized hazards, including cold stress hazards,
that are causing or likely to cause death or serious physical harm in
the workplace.

Danger signs include uncontrolled shivering,
slurred speech, clumsy movements, fatigue and
confused behavior. If these signs are observed,
call for emergency help.

Hypothermia can even occur at cool
temperatures, above 40⁰F if a worker
becomes chilled from rain, sweat or water.

(*2)
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COMMON TYPES OF COLD STRESS:

Hypothermia is when the normal body temperature (98.6⁰F) drops to less than 95⁰F. Exposure to the
cold causes the body to lose heat faster than it can be produced. Hypothermia can occur at
temperatures above 40⁰F if one is chilled from rain, sweat or cold water.
Symptoms: uncontrollable shivering, loss of coordination, confusion, and slurred speech.
First Aid: Move the worker to a warm, dry area, remove wet clothing and replace with dry clothing,
wrap the entire body in layers of blankets and seek medical attention immediately.

Frostbite occurs when body tissues freeze and can occur at temperatures above freezing due to wind
chill and may result in permanent damage or amputation. Frostbite typically occurs on fingers, toes,
nose and ears.

Examples of frostbite. (*3, *4)

Mild case of trench foot. (*5)

Symptoms: numbness, red skin that may develop
gray/white patches, skin feels hard, sometimes blisters.
First Aid: Protect area by wrapping loosely in dry cloth.
Do not rub the affected area, do not apply snow or water,
do not break blisters and do not attempt to re-warm the
area. Seek medical attention immediately.

Trench Foot is injury to the feet caused by exposure to wet and cold conditions.
Wet feet lose heat 25x faster than dry feet and workers can get trench foot in
temperatures as high as 60⁰F if feet are constantly wet.
Symptoms: Tingling, pain, swelling, cramps, numbness and blisters.
First Aid: Remove wet shoes/boots and socks, dry the feet, avoid walking, keep
feet elevated and seek medical attention.
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Risk factors for cold stress include:

• Overexposure to cold temperatures

• Increase wind speed, and the wind chill effect

• Wet clothing and/or wet skin

• Dressing improperly for the weather

• Exhaustion

• Health conditions such as high blood pressure,
hypothyroidism, diabetes or asthma

• Poor physical conditioning

• Inadequate training on how to work safely in
cold temperatures
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COLD WEATHER WARNINGS

Blizzard Warning: Issued for sustained or gusty winds of 35
mph or more, and falling or blowing snow creating visibilities
at or below 1/4 mile; these conditions should persist for at
least 3 hours.

Wind Chill Advisory: Issued when wind chill temperatures are
expected to be a significant inconvenience to life with
prolonged exposure, and, if caution is not exercised, could
lead to hazardous exposure.

Wind Chill Warning: Issued when wind chill temperatures are
expected to be hazardous to life within several minutes of
exposure.

Winter Storm Warning: Issued when hazardous winter
weather in the form of heavy snow, blizzard conditions, heavy
freezing rain, or heavy sleet is imminent or occurring. Winter
Storm Warnings are usually issued 12 to 24 hours before the
event is expected to begin.

Winter Storm Watch: Alerts the public to the possibility of a
blizzard, heavy snow, heavy freezing rain, or heavy sleet.
Winter Storm watches are usually issued 12 to 48 hours
before the beginning of a Winter Storm.

Winter Weather Advisories: Issued for accumulations of
snow, freezing rain, freezing drizzle, and sleet which will cause
significant inconveniences and, if caution is not exercised,
could lead to life threatening situations.

(From: National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration
(NOAA))(*6)

http://www.noaanews.noaa.gov/stories/s794c.htm
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Dressing properly is extremely important to preventing
cold stress.

➢ Wear at least three layers of loose fitting clothing.
Layering provides better insulation.

• An inner layer of thermal wear, wool, silk or synthetic
(polypropylene) to keep moisture away from the body.

• A middle layer of wool or synthetic to provide insulation
even when wet.

• An outer wind and rain protection layer that allows
some ventilation to prevent overheating.

➢ Insulated coat/jacket (water resistant if necessary)

➢ Knit mask to cover face and mouth (if needed)

➢ Hat that covers the ears. A hat will help keep the whole
body warmer and reduce the amount of body heat that
escapes from the head.

➢ Insulated gloves (water resistant if necessary), to
protect the hands

➢ Insulated and waterproof boots to protect the feet

Tight clothing reduces blood circulation and warm
blood needs to be circulated to the extremities.

(*7)

(*9)

(*8)
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IMPORTANT TIPS TO PREVENT COLD STRESS:

➢ Recognize environmental and workplace conditions
that may be dangerous.

➢ Wear proper clothing for cold, wet and windy
conditions.

➢ Take frequent short breaks in warm dry shelters.

➢ Schedule work for the warmest part of the day.

➢ Avoid exhaustion or fatigue.

➢ Keep extra clothing handy in case clothes get wet.

➢ Drink warm, sweet beverages and avoid drinks with caffeine or alcohol.

➢ Eat warm, high-calorie foods.

➢ Learn the signs and symptoms of cold-induced illnesses and injuries and what to do to help
workers, if needed.

➢ Use the buddy system – work in pairs so that one worker can recognize danger signs.

➢ Stay dry in the cold because moisture or dampness, even from sweating, can increase the rate of
heat loss from the body.

(*10)
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COPYRIGHT AND DISCLAIMER
This material is the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC. Purchase of this material from Weeklysafety.com, LLC grants the owner the right to use this material for workplace safety
and education purposes only. Use of this material for any other purpose, particularly commercial use, is prohibited. This material, including the photos, may not be resold.
Weeklysafety.com, LLC does not warrant or assume any legal liability or responsibility for the accuracy, completeness, or usefulness of any information, apparatus, product, or process
disclosed in these materials. Photos shown in this presentation may depict situations that are not in compliance with applicable Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) safety
requirements. These materials are meant for informational purposes only and it is not the intent of Weeklysafety.com, LLC to provide compliance-based training. The intent is more to
address hazard awareness in the construction and related industries, and to recognize the potential hazards present in many workplaces. These materials are intended to discuss Federal
Regulations only, as individual State requirements may be more stringent. Many states operate their own state OSHA and may have standards that are different from information presented
in this training. It is the responsibility of the employer and its employees to comply with all pertinent OSHA safety rules and regulations in the jurisdiction in which they work.

PHOTO ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Unless specified below, all photos are the copyrighted property of Weeklysafety.com, LLC and may not be used in 
any other training materials or resold for any purpose.

For more information on this weekly safety topic, other topics that are available and the full list of FAQs please visit
www.weeklysafety.com or email safety@weeklysafety.com.
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