
 
 

 
 Frostbite refers to the freezing of skin and underlying tissues 
 Most damage occurs during the thawing process 
 Do not begin rewarming if there is a chance of refreezing 
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First degree 
Partial skin thickness 
“Stinging and burning” 

Second degree 
Full skin thickness 
“Throbbing pain”  

Third degree 
Severe skin tissue damage 
“Feels like a block of wood” 

Fourth degree 
Extends to tissues deep to the skin 
“Deep aching pain” 

Management:  
 Do not rewarm until zero chance of freezing again  

 It is better to keep frostbitten area frozen than to thaw and refreeze. 
 Rewarming 

 Warm water bath (98.6 to 102.2°F) for extremities - not scalding hot. 
 If warm water is not available, dry the area and wrap in warm insulation. 
 Heat packs, heaters, and fire should not be used as they pose a significant risk for thermal injury. 
 Warm water compresses for face. 

 Consider sending to the ER 
 Treat this like a burn. Cover with syran wrap or dry clean dressing. 
 Expect severe pain – patient may require narcotic pain medication 
 Frostbitten areas may require surgical debridement or administration of clot-breaking medications 

Ski patrollers are not strangers to cold-related injury. Patients are at high risk of frostbite as temperatures become colder 
and with prolonged exposure of skin to that cold temperature. It can also happen within seconds of touching cold metal.  
Most often this occurs in the extremities, but it can occur anywhere on the body. Tissue damage mostly occurs when the 
skin tissues thaw - freezing alone does not cause the damage. This is why it is critically important to avoid multiple 
freeze/thaw cycles. 

Knowing the degrees of frostbite are of lesser practical importance to the patroller, but to illustrate the range of appearance 
they are included here: 


