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When to Seek Help or
Medical Care

Staying Safe Outdoors during Winter
Alaska winters are beautiful, but extreme cold, wind, and snow create real health and
safety risks. Whether you’re commuting, recreating, or working outdoors, preparation
and awareness are essential. The following guidance brings together best practices
from the National Weather Service, Alaska health authorities, and cold-weather
training resources to help you and your loved ones stay safe.

Cold exposure and wind chill can lead to frostbite and hypothermia, sometimes faster
than people expect. Frostbite can develop in minutes on exposed skin, especially
fingers, toes, ears, cheeks, and the nose. Early signs include numbness, tingling, or
pale/white skin. Hypothermia occurs when body temperature drops below 95°F and
may begin with shivering, fatigue, confusion, slurred speech, or clumsiness. Severe
hypothermia can be life-threatening and requires immediate medical care.

Layering is your strongest defense against cold. Wear loose, lightweight layers that
trap warm air, topped with a windproof and waterproof outer shell. Avoid cotton
garments as a base layer in cold, wet, or active conditions because they absorb sweat
and water, losing insulation value and creating a higher risk of hypothermia. Protect
your extremities with mittens, insulated, boots, and face coverings. Avoid tight
clothing, which restricts circulation and reduces warmth. If you begin sweating,
remove a layer—moisture dramatically increases heat loss once activity slows.

In extreme cold, limit time outdoors whenever possible. Take frequent warm-up
breaks, especially during long work shifts or recreational outings. Children, older adults,
and people with medical conditions are particularly vulnerable and need extra
protection. Before traveling, share your plans with someone, pack an emergency kit,
and ensure vehicles are winterized. In remote areas, small problems can escalate
quickly when temperatures are low.

Alaska winters demand proper cold-weather preparation. Dressing appropriately,
planning ahead, limiting exposure, and knowing the warning signs of cold-related
injuries can prevent emergencies and save lives. Cold doesn’t forgive mistakes; taking
steps to be prepared can make all the difference.

If a person is confused,
unresponsive or difficult to
awaken.

If warming attempts are not
improving symptoms, or if the
person has chest pain or
trouble breathing.

If shivering slows or stops,
which may indicate the body is
no longer able to regulate its
temperature.

If the skin becomes hard, waxy,
gray, white, or blistered, or if
normal sensation does not
return after gentle warming.

If someone has fallen into cold
water or through ice, even if
they seem alert afterward, as
delayed cold shock can occur.


