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Stay Safe 

Understanding Cold Stress

 

Who is at Risk? 

Anyone working in cold environments may be at risk 

of cold stress. This includes snow cleanup crews, 

sanitation workers, police officers, firefighters, and 

emergency medical technicians. These workers often 

face prolonged exposure to cold conditions, which can 

lead to cold stress. 

What is Cold Stress?  

Cold stress occurs when the skin temperature drops, 

leading to a decrease in the internal body temperature 

(core temperature). This can result in serious health 

issues, including tissue damage and potentially death. 

Cold stress forces the body to work harder to maintain 

its temperature, and when temperatures drop below 

normal and wind speed increases, heat can leave the 

body more rapidly. 

How Cold is Too Cold? 

Extreme cold varies by region. In areas not 

accustomed to winter weather, near freezing 

temperatures are considered extreme. Wind chill, 

which combines air temperature and wind speed, can 

make it feel colder than the actual temperature. For 

example, when the air temperature is 40°F and the 

wind speed is 35 mph, the effect on exposed skin is as 

if the air temperature was 28°F.  

 

 

Common Cold Induced Illnesses/Injuries 

Hypothermia: Occurs when body heat is lost faster 

than it can be replaced, dropping body temperature 

below 95°F. It can happen even at cool temperatures 

if a person is wet. 

Frostbite: Freezing of skin and underlying tissues, 

typically affecting extremities like feet and hands. 

Severe cases may require amputation. 

Trench Foot: Caused by prolonged exposure to wet 

and cold conditions. Wet feet lose heat rapidly, 

leading to tissue damage. 

Preventing Cold Stress 

Training: Workers should be trained to recognize and 

prevent cold stress illnesses and injuries and how to 

apply first aid treatment. Training should cover 

appropriate engineering controls, personal protective 

equipment, and safe work practices. 

Engineering Controls: Use radiant heaters to warm 

workers in outdoor security stations. Shield work 

areas from drafts or wind to reduce wind chill. 

Safe Work Practices:  Schedule heavy work during the 

warmer part of the day. Use the buddy system to 

monitor each other for signs of cold stress. Allow 

workers to interrupt their work if they are extremely 

uncomfortable. Give workers frequent breaks in warm 

areas. Acclimatize new workers and those returning 

after time away from work by gradually increasing 

their workload and allowing more frequent breaks in 

warm areas. 

Proper Clothing: Dressing properly is crucial to 

preventing cold stress. Wear layers of wool, silk, or 

synthetic fabrics that retain insulation even when wet. 

Avoid cotton, which loses its insulation value when 

wet. 
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