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Frostbite: Signs & Symptoms 

 
Frostbite is another ailment that you may encounter when working in cold weather. It is 
an injury that happens when your skin and underlying tissues freeze. Typically, the 
colder the temperature, the shorter the length of time it takes for frostbite to occur. It 
usually affects your fingers, toes, nose, ears, cheeks, and chin.   
 
You are most vulnerable to frostbite when your bare skin is exposed to cold, windy 
weather. However, it can also be caused by direct contact with ice, freezing metals or 
very cold liquids.  
 
The first stage of frostbite is known as frostnip. This is the mildest form of frostbite. At 
this stage your skin may turn pale or red and feels very cold to the touch. It may also 
result in prickling and numbness. Once your skin warms up, you may feel pain and 
tingling. However, you won’t experience permanent damage.  
 
The second stage of frostbite occurs with more prolonged exposure to cold. When this 
occurs, your skin may remain soft, but ice crystals can form in the tissue. According to 
the Mayo Clinic, your skin may begin to feel warm — a sign of serious skin damage. If 
you treat frostbite with rewarming at this stage, the surface of your skin may appear 
mottled, blue, or purple. You may also notice stinging, burning, and swelling.  A fluid-
filled blister may appear 24 to 36 hours after rewarming the skin.  
 
In severe cases you can experience numbness, pain, or discomfort in the affected 
area. Your joints and muscles may not work at this point. Once the skin is re-warmed, 
the area might turn black and hard as the tissue dies. This can result in amputation.  
 
You may be a greater risk for experiencing frostbite if you have a history of substance 
or tobacco use, poor blood flow, diabetes, mental illness or previous frostbite or cold 
injury. Additionally, higher altitudes, exhaustion and dehydration can accelerate the 
onset of frostbite. If you experience any form of frostbite, seek medical attention. All 
stages of frostbite require some type of treatment. 
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