
 

 

 

FROST BITE AND WORKING IN THE COLD 

 
Now that the cold weather is finally here, the NCHCA Safety Committee would like to remind our 

members of some important tips for working in the colder temperatures. Feel free to use this as 

your next toolbox/tailgate talk! 

Serious health problems can result from prolonged exposure to below-freezing temperatures 

and extreme cold. One of the most common cold-related problems is frostbite. Frostbite 

involves a loss of feeling and colour in affected areas, usually the nose, ears, cheeks, chin, 

fingers and toes. To help prevent permanent damage caused by extreme cases of frostbite, it is 

important to recognize the signs. Frostbite has three different stages: frostnip, superficial 

frostbite and deep frostbite. 

Frostnip – feelings of ‘pins and needles’. Skin becomes soft and turns white in colour. Medical 

treatment is not usually necessary; merely warm the area by blowing warm air or applying 

warm water. 

Superficial Frostbite – the surface of the skin, or top layer, feels frozen and numb. It will form 

clear, fluid-filled blisters, which are actually ice crystals forming inside the skin cells. Medical 

treatment is necessary. 

Deep Frostbite – the affected area will have damaged tissue, causing it to swell, blood vessels 

to clot and sometimes it can lead to gangrene. Medical treatment is definitely necessary, as 

soon as possible. 

When working in cold weather, workers can take a series of simple precautions to avoid 

conditions associated with extreme cold weather. Here are some examples:  

 Wear several layers of clothing rather than one thick layer.  

 Wear gloves and a warm wool hat or a helmet liner under a hard hat. Forty percent of a 

person’s body heat can be lost from an uncovered head. Ears should also be covered.  

 Wear synthetic or cotton clothing next to the skin to wick away sweat.  

 Wear warm footwear with one or two pairs of thick socks. Footwear should not fit too 

tightly as it can restrict blood flow.  

 Wear a scarf or face mask in cold, windy weather.  

 Take frequent short breaks in a warm shelter to allow the body to warm up.  

 Avoid exhaustion or fatigue, as energy is needed to keep muscles warm.  

 Drink warm fluids and avoid drinks with caffeine or alcohol.  

 Eat warm, high-calorie food such as pasta dishes. 



If you detect signs of frostbite, seek immediate medical attention. If there are signs of frostbite 

and medical care is not immediately available, it is important to remember the following: 

 Move into a warm room as soon as possible 

 Remove wet or tight clothing that may cut off blood flow to the affected area 

 Immerse the affected area in warm – not hot – water or by using body heat 

 Do not rub the affected area at all since this can cause more damage 

 Do not break open any blisters since this may result in infection 

 Do not use a heating pad, heat lamp, or the heat of a stove, fireplace or radiator for 

warming. Areas affected by frostbite are usually numb and can be easily burned. 

 Unless absolutely necessary, do not walk on frostbitten feet or toes since this increases 

damage 

These procedures should not be a substitute for medical attention. Frostbite should be 

evaluated by a doctor. It is a good idea to take a first aid kit and a CPR course to prepare for 

cold weather-related health problems. When you know what to do, you can help protect your 

health and the health of others. 

 

-The NCHCA Safety Sub-Committee 


