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WORKING IN THE COLD – PART 2 

 

Lost-time injuries and illnesses resulting from 

“environmental cold” spiked nearly 142% in 2018 – soaring 

to 290 cases from the 120 the previous year, according to 

the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS). Those cases, plus the 

280 reported in 2019, are likely an indicator of a lack of 

employer and worker understanding about the dangers of 

cold stress. 

 

What to Wear 

Many of the recommendations to help prevent cold stress involve clothing and personal 

protective equipment. Experts say layering clothing provides better insulation. This also 

allows workers to remove layers if they become too warm or if their clothing gets wet. A 

waterproof outer layer is important when working in wet, cold environment. This layer 

should also provide ventilation to prevent overheating. For middle layers, wool or 

synthetic material is recommended to provide insulation even when wet, while an inner 

layer of wool, silk or a synthetic material such as polypropylene is ideal to keep moisture, 

including sweat, away from the body. 

 

Body heat tends to escape from the head and other extremities such as the ears, feet and 

hands, so it’s important to keep them covered. Make sure clothing isn’t too tight, because 

tight-fitting clothing can impede circulation and the body’s source of heat. Boots and 

footwear should be insulated and waterproof. Find the right thickness for socks. If socks 

are too thick, they can lose their insulating properties if compressed inside footwear and 

will make that footwear tight, possibly slowing blood flow to the feet and toes. 

Conversely, if socks are too thin, workers are at risk of developing blisters. 

 

Cold Weather and COVID-19 

If you’re working outside in the cold and wearing an item such as a ski mask or 

balaclava, is that enough protection against COVID-19? Possibly. Items with multiple 

layers of fabric that cover the mouth and nose would be similar to wearing a cloth mask. 

However, some ski masks, balaclavas or similar items can have openings around the 

mouth and nose, making them insufficient protection.  

 

State and local regulations vary on cloth facial mask requirements for outdoor workers, 

but the CDC recommends the use of masks when in public and around people you don’t 

live with. While there are no additional risks associated with wearing a mask or N-95 

respirator in the cold, compared to not wearing one, if a worker feels that working in the 

cold is having a negative effect on the respiratory system, they should consult a health 

care provider about their individual health concerns. Your occupational safety and health 

professional should work with the employee to determine the most appropriate cloth face 

covering or respirator for the specific workplace settings. 

 


