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1.0 INTRODUCTION 
 

1.1 Every year, especially when temperatures are excessively hot or cold, employees 
request information and assistance regarding comfortable working temperatures, and 
whether there are maximum and minimum working temperatures laid down in health 
and safety legislation. 

 

1.2 This document sets out to explain what is meant by thermal comfort, to provide 
guidance for managers and staff by suggesting steps that could be taken to achieve 
thermal comfort, particularly during extended periods of hot or cold weather. It deals with 
workplace thermal comfort both indoors and outdoors and also gives advice on 
recognising heat exhaustion. 

 
2.0 THERMAL COMFORT 

 

2.1 What Is Thermal Comfort? 
 

Thermal comfort is very difficult to define because you need to take into account a 
number of environmental and personal factors when deciding on the temperatures and 
ventilation that will make staff feel comfortable. 
 

The best that can be realistically achieved is a thermal environment, which satisfies the 
majority of people in the workplace, or put simply, `reasonable comfort`. 
 

Employers are required to assess the risk to the health, safety and welfare of 
employees. If the effects of heat, cold or humidity are considered to be significant risks, 
appropriate controls must be implemented. Factors to take into account may include 
some of the following: 

 

(a) The environment 
• Air temperature. 
• Radiant temperature i.e. from sources of heat. 
• Relative air humidity. 
• Ventilation. 
• Air movement. 
• Outdoor temperatures. 
• Building design and layout. 

 

(b) The individual 
• Amount or type of special clothing (PPE). 
• Type of work being done. 
• How long is the individual exposed to hot or cold. 
• Young persons. 
• Pregnant women. 
• Type of glazing. 
• Type of insulation. 

 

In general, the temperature in the workplace should be pleasant, rather than too hot 
or too cold, preferably with a low humidity (damp air) atmosphere. 
 

It is important to ensure there is a reasonable degree of air movement, which is 
especially important for thermal comfort because it distributes fresh air or warmth 
throughout a building, or has a cooling effect. 

 

Workplaces with a constant temperature and constant low humidity can be pleasant 
to work in. But with insufficient air movement, people become uncomfortable due to 
the stale air conditions. 
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2.2 How To Assess Thermal Comfort 
 

You cannot simply measure thermal comfort with a thermometer, for example a 
normal dry-bulb thermometer may read 21ºC, but if humidity is high people are likely 
to feel uncomfortable unless some form of air cooling or air movement is provided. 
 
An acceptable zone of thermal comfort for most people in the UK lies somewhere 
between 13ºC and 30ºC with acceptable temperatures for more strenuous activity at 
the bottom end of the range and more sedentary activities towards the higher end. In 
the summer months, indoor temperatures will be lower than the ambient (outside in 
the shade) air temperature. In the winter this is reversed. The difference between 
outside and inside temperatures helps to define an acceptable comfort zone. A typical 
office temperature during average weather (not too hot or cold) is usually between 
21OC and 24OC but is not always achievable.  
 
Whether working indoors or outdoors, thermal comfort can be very variable and 
emotive. For example, some employees find a particular temperature acceptable 
whilst others find the same temperature uncomfortable. Managers will therefore seek 
to ensure the majority of employees are comfortable where this is reasonably 
practicable to achieve.  

 
2.3 What The Law Says 

 
The Health & Safety at Work etc. Act 1974 covers all workplace premises and sets 
out general duties of employers, employees and others. Although it does not 
specifically mention temperature, employers should ensure so far as is reasonably 
practicable, the health, safety and welfare at work of employees. 
 
The Management of Health & Safety at Work Regulations 1999 builds on HSWA 1974 
by placing duties on employers to assess risk and take action to safeguard health and 
safety. This includes assessing the risk of hot or cold environments where they are 
considered to be of significant risk. 
 
The main regulations relating to ventilation and temperature are the Workplace 
(Health, Safety & Welfare) Regulations 1992. These regulations require that:  

 

• thermometers should be provided in the workplace to measure temperature; 
• workplaces must be adequately ventilated; and 
• heating or cooling plant should not produce dangerous fumes. 
 
The council recognises its responsibilities to provide safe workplaces with reasonable 
comfort and as such, already implements many of the issues outlined within this 
guidance.  

 
2.4 What Can Be Done To Ensure Thermal Comfort? 

Thermal comfort should be taken into account when completing risk assessments. If 
temperatures in the workplace are shown to be a significant hazard, then action to 
remove the hazard or control the risks will be necessary. 
 

There are six main methods of control that can be used: 
 

• Control the source – reduce/increase the temperature or insulate the source of 
the heat or cold. 

• Control the environment – replace hot air with cold air, or increase air 
movement by ventilation or air conditioning. 
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• Separate the source of heat/cold from the worker – erect barriers, shield the 
work area, and restrict access. 

• Control the task – restrict the time workers are exposed to heat/cold, or control 
the amount of work people are supposed to do. 

• Protect the worker – provide suitable special clothing or equipment e.g. desk 
fans. 

• Monitor the worker – provide appropriate supervision. 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

3.0 HOT TEMPERATURES 
 

(A) WORKING INDOORS 
 

3.1 Temperature 
It is not always practical to set an upper temperature limit as some workplaces involve 
inherently hot conditions, such as working in boiler rooms or kitchens. Because of 
this, the regulations do not specify a maximum temperature but do require that where 
practical, they should be bought down to a comfortable level. 

 
The following could be used as a practical guide for sedentary work, such as work 
within offices. 
• If staff feel uncomfortable due to heat, open windows, reduce direct sunlight by 

closing blinds and switch on fans. 
• At 27ºC consider 10 minute breaks away from workstations once each half of the 

workday, provide cold drinking water. 
• At 33ºC consider 10 minute breaks away from workstations each hour, provide 

cold drinking water. 
 
3.2 Some Simple Ways To Ensure Thermal Comfort In Hot Environments 

• Insulate hot pipes or plant 
• Provide fans 
• Ensure windows can be opened 
• Shade windows with blinds 
• Position workstations away from direct sunlight 
• Provide cold water dispensers 
• Provide air-cooling  
• Allow sufficient breaks to let people get drinks or just cool down 
• Relax formal dress codes 

 
Air Movement 
There are many methods of increasing air movement, such as small personal desk 
fans or larger oscillating fans. Again there are some drawbacks such as noise and 
trailing wires. The electrical load also will need to be considered. Large ceiling 
mounted oscillating fans usually have greatest effect in air movement over large 
areas. While improving air movement fans may have only little effect on thermal 
comfort. 

 

REMEMBER: this document is guidance only and that each manager will have to take 
account of both the comfort of staff and the needs of the service when deciding on the 
control measures to be implemented. If staff have specific concerns, these should be 
raised with their line manager and if necessary, brought to the attention of the relevant 
safety committee or departmental health and safety adviser. 
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Ventilation 
To effectively ventilate a workplace clean air should be drawn from a source outside 
and circulated in the work area. The ventilation system should remove and dilute 
warm, humid air and provide air movement to create a sense of freshness without 
causing draughts.  

 
Air-conditioning 
This can range from small units that lower air temperature but do not control humidity 
levels or air movement, to large units that can cope with extreme conditions and also 
control humidity and air movement. 
 
A major problem with many of these systems is their poor energy efficiency, which 
runs against the council’s environmental agenda. Indeed it is the council’s policy that 
air conditioning should not normally be installed in buildings due to its extremely poor 
energy efficiency. 

 
(B) WORKING OUTDOORS 
 
3.3 What Is The Problem? 

Working in very hot weather working outdoors, staff will be exposed to ultraviolet (UV) 
radiation from the sun. Whilst many people view a suntan as healthy, the fact is that 
tanning the skin, especially for long periods, can lead to serious damage of the skin. 
Excessive heat can also lead to heat exhaustion and heat stroke (see below for details). 
 

3.4 What Managers Can Do To Protect Their Staff 
The following guidance provides practical guidance to assist managers to make 
informed decisions on this issue. In addition, this information can also help when 
undertaking staff risk assessments. Remember, guidance is only relevant where it is 
reasonably practicable to apply. 
• Reschedule work to cooler times of the day  
• Control the temperature using fans or air conditioning 
• Provide more frequent rest breaks and introduce shading to rest areas  
• Provide free access to cool drinking water  
• Introduce shading in areas where individuals are working  
• Encourage the removal of personal protective equipment when resting to help 

encourage heat loss.  
• Educate workers about recognising the early symptoms of heat stress  
• Provide training 
• Provide personal protective equipment 

 
General Management of Employees 
Consideration be given to increasing the frequency of breaks, ensuring all staff have 
access to chilled water (and encouraged to drink frequently) and relaxing any formal 
dress code.  Line managers could also consider organising working arrangements so 
that staff, avoid where possible being exposed to the sun during the hottest part of the 
day (between 11am to 2pm). 
 
Reduction of Thermal Loading  
Steps should be taken to reduce wherever possible the use of ‘heat generating’ 
equipment, such as generators, road breakers, machinery, etc. Equipment not in use 
should be switched off.   
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Water Points and Rest Areas 
Where possible try to site these where there is appropriate shade.  Special 
consideration will need to be given to particularly susceptible individuals such as 
pregnant women and those individuals with pre-existing medical conditions 
 
Review Current Personal Protective Equipment Provided 
Managers should take into consideration the needs of the job and the demands it 
places on the wearer, such as the length of time PPE has to be worn, particularly 
during hot weather. 
 
Driving in hot weather 
Drivers should ensure that they: 

• Check the roadworthiness of the vehicle 
• Use air conditioning if available 
• Park in shaded areas 
• Keep a container of water  
• Take regular breaks when driving for long periods 
• Ensure you have some form of communication in case of an 

emergency. 
 
3.5 What Employees Can Do To Protect Themselves 

• Keep your top on. Ordinary clothing made from close woven fabric, such as long 
sleeved shirt and trousers, stops most UV.  

• Wear a hat with a brim or a flap that covers your ears and the back of your neck.  
• Stay in the shade whenever possible, during your breaks and especially at lunch 

times.  
• Use a factor sunscreen of at least SPF15 on any exposed skin.  Seek advice 

from your pharmacy regarding suitable products for your skin type and 
application  

• Drink plenty of water to avoid dehydration.  
• Check your skin regularly for any unusual moles or spots.  See your doctor 

promptly if you find anything that is changing in shape, size or colour, itching or 
bleeding 

 
You should take particular care if you have: 

 

• fair or freckled skin that doesn’t tan, or goes red or burns before it tans;  
• red or fair hair and light coloured eyes; or 
• a large number of moles. 

 
(C) HEAT EXHAUSTION & HEAT-STROKE 
 
3.6 Heat Exhaustion 

People sweat a lot in hot weather or during manual work. If the body loses too much 
liquid or salt, the result is heat exhaustion. The body cools itself down by directing 
blood to the skin and by sweating. Everyone sweats; people can lose more than a 
litre of sweat a day. 
The symptoms of heat exhaustion include:  

 

• excess sweating; 
• nausea and vomiting; 
• feeling light-headed/faint; 
• tiredness; 
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• headache;  and 
• muscle cramps. 

 
Fortunately, heat exhaustion rarely causes problems and can be treated relatively easily. 
This is achieved by removing the affected person from the situation causing the problem 
and by replacing the lost fluids and salt. Someone affected by heat exhaustion needs to: 
• rest in a cool place - an air-conditioned room is ideal; and 
• sip cool and salty drinks  

 
They should keep doing this until they feel better. 

 
3.7 Heat-Stroke 

If someone with heat exhaustion continues to be exposed to heat, the more serious 
and life-threatening condition of heat stroke may develop. In this situation, the body's 
cooling mechanisms malfunction and are no longer able to assist the body in losing 
enough heat. The temperature of the body rises and the following symptoms may 
occur:  
• confusion; 
• disorientation; 
• fits; and 
• rapid and shallow breathing 

 
Heat-stroke is a Medical Emergency 
Heat-stroke is a medical emergency. If left untreated, an affected person may slip into a 
coma, often within minutes. Tragically, some people die from heat-stroke as a result of 
heart failure, kidney failure or brain damage caused by excess body heat. Anyone 
believed to be suffering from heat-stroke should be admitted to hospital as an 
emergency.  

 
Who is at Risk? 
Everyone's at risk of heat exhaustion and heat-stroke, although some people are 
more at risk than others. These include: 
• small babies, children and older people, who have less efficient body cooling 

systems; 
• people suffering from diarrhoea, who are more likely to become dehydrated; 
• people from cooler climates who travel to hotter climates, as it may take a while 

for their bodies to get used to the heat. Being in areas of high humidity also 
increases a person's risk, as this reduces the efficiency of sweating and 
decreases the amount of heat lost from the body; 

• people with certain medical conditions that reduce the efficiency of the body's 
cooling mechanisms. For example diabetes, obesity and chronic heart failure;  

• those who drink excessive amounts of alcohol, which dehydrates the body 
 
Prevention 
To avoid getting into difficulties with heat exhaustion and heat-stroke is straightforward:  
• Stay in the shade as much as possible.  
• Drink lots of water.  
• Avoid alcohol.  
• Take it easy on hot days - don't over exert yourself. 
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4.0 COLD TEMPERATURES 
 
(A) WORKING INDOORS 
 
4.1 Temperature 

A cold environment indoors challenges the worker in three ways: by air temperature, 
air movement (draughts), and humidity (the level of dampness in the air). In order to 
work safely, these challenges have to be counterbalanced by controlled exposure to 
cold (e.g. work/rest schedule). This is of special concern for those working with tools 
or instruments.  

 
However HSE Guidance does recommend the following: 
• Temperatures in workplaces should normally be at least 16ºC for sedentary (not 

moving about) type work with temperatures going down to 13OC where there is 
severe physical effort.  

• Where reasonable comfort cannot be achieved, local heating should be provided. 
• If reasonable comfort is still not achieved you may need to take further action. 
 
(Note: the average office temperature is between 21OC and 24OC). 
 

4.2 Some Simple Ways To Ensure Thermal Comfort In Cold Environments 
• Insulate the building 
• Provide adequate heating 
• Reduce drafts  
• Provide appropriate protective clothing 
• Provide facilities to make hot drinks 
• Allow sufficient breaks to let people get hot drinks and warm-up 
 
Heating 
Many different types of heating are available, such as hot/warm air, central heating 
radiators, electric heaters, under-floor heating etc. There are also numerous portable 
heating systems such as small electric heater fans or portable gas heaters. Before 
installing any portable heating systems, seek permission from the premises manager. 
 
Most of these have useful applications but each may also have a number of 
drawbacks, for example electric portable fan heaters can put excessive load onto 
electrical installations and also present trip hazards through trailing wires. Portable 
fan heaters should not be used in council workplace buildings unless no other heating 
system is available.  
 
Portable gas heaters can present risk of fire or explosion and are a particular risk 
where open flame can be accessed. They should not be used in council workplace 
buildings (except in appropriate construction/temporary site accommodation) and 
must not be used in any system built buildings (e.g. with central heating, air 
conditioning). 
 
Evaporative Cooling 
Evaporative coolers produce a moderate reduction in air temperature and increase 
humidity, they operate by passing hot air over water saturated pads, the water 
evaporation effect reduces the dry-bulb temperature. Drawbacks will again include 
noise, trip hazards and electrical load. 
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Thermal Insulation 
There are many different types of thermal insulation materials, such as loose fills, 
foams, rock wool and boards. The material acts as a barrier that retards heat flow in 
the summer and heat loss in the winter. Thermal insulation is most effective in helping 
to create a temperature difference between the inside and outside of a building. It is 
also an environmentally friendly and energy efficient method. There may also be 
government grant funding available to support installation costs. 
 
 

 (B) WORKING OUTDOORS  
 
4.3 What Is The Problem? 

A cold environment outdoors challenges the worker in three ways: by air temperature, 
air movement (wind speed), and humidity (the level of dampness in the air). In order 
to work safely, these challenges have to be counterbalanced by proper insulation 
(layered protective clothing), by physical activity and by controlled exposure to cold 
(e.g. work/rest schedule). This is of special concern for those working with tools or 
instruments or in high risk environments such as working at height. Constant cold can 
lead to hypothermia (see below).  

 
4.4 How To Keep Warm  

• Follow a cold weather warm-up schedule (e.g. do stretching exercises before 
physical work).  

• Wear cold weather clothing as appropriate for the temperature and the type of 
activity. 

• Wear multiple layers of light, loose-fitting clothes. Air between the layers provides 
warmth. Outer wear should be waterproof.  

• Wear cotton or polypropylene underwear.  
• Wear mittens instead of gloves whenever possible. 
• Wear a warm hat with ear protection to prevent heat loss from the head. A wool 

knit cap provides good protection. As much as 40% of your body heat can be lost 
from an uncovered head.  

• Wear woollen socks to protect your ankles and feet.  
 
4.5 Wind-Chill Temperature 

As wind speed increases, the colder you become. The combined effect of cold air and 
wind speed is called “wind-chill”. Whilst wind-chill is difficult to calculate, you only 
have to remember to reduce as much as possible the time spent in cold windy 
conditions. 

 
4.6 Food And Drink 

Drink hot fluids often and ensure you eat balanced meals to maintain body heat and 
prevent dehydration. Alcoholic beverages impair the body’s ability to regulate 
temperature and caffeinated drinks should be limited as they increase urine 
production and contributes to dehydration.  
 

 
(C) HYPOTHERMIA 
 
4.7 What Is Hypothermia? 

Hypothermia is a condition where the normal body temperature of 37°C drops below 
35°C. Hypothermia is usually caused by being in a cold environment. It can also be 
triggered by prolonged exposure (staying outdoors in cold conditions for a long time), 
to rain, wind and sweat.  



WORKPLACE HEALTH SAFETY AND WELFARE 
GUIDANCE ON THERMAL COMFORT 

 

TO7_1.6 Page 9 of 11 May 2010. Islington Council 

 
The symptoms  of hypothermia depend on how cold the environment is and how long 
you are exposed to low temperatures. In mild cases, symptoms include: 
• shivering; 
• feeling cold; 
• low energy; 
• less able to tolerate the cold than normal; and 
• cold, pale skin. 

 
These symptoms can develop into moderate or severe hypothermia, which can 
include: 
• violent, uncontrollable shivering; 
• inability to think or pay attention to events; 
• confusion (some people don’t realise they are affected); 
• loss of judgement and reasoning; 
• difficulty moving around; or/and 
• a range of other symptoms.  
 

4.8 Treatment For Hypothermia 
Hypothermia is treated by preserving body heat and preventing any more being lost.  
 

You should: 
 

• move the person indoors or somewhere warm, as soon as possible,  
• ensure that they change out of any wet clothing 
• wrap them in blankets, towels, coats – whatever you have – protecting the head 

and torso as a priority; 
• increase activity if possible, but not to the point where sweating occurs, which 

cools the skin down again; 
• if possible, give the person carbohydrates to eat to provide rapid energy, or fats 

to provide prolonged fuel to the body; 
• give them warm drinks, but not alcohol; and  
• once body temperature has increased, be sure to keep the person warm and dry. 

 
There are some actions you should not take when treating someone with 
hypothermia: 

 

• do not apply direct heat (hot water, heating pad etc.) to the arms and legs as this 
forces cold blood back to the major organs, making the condition worse; 

• do not rub or massage the person as, in severe cases of hypothermia, there is a 
risk of heart attack, It is therefore important to be gentle; and 

• do not give alcohol to drink, as this will decrease the body’s ability to retain heat. 
 
Severe hypothermia needs urgent medical treatment in hospital. Shivering is a good 
guide to how severe the hypothermia is. If the person can stop shivering of their own 
accord, hypothermia is mild, but if they cannot stop shivering, it is moderate to severe. 
 
 

5.0 FURTHER INFORMATION ON THERMAL COMFORT 
 

5.1 Support and advice can be obtained from the Corporate Health and Safety Team or 
your departmental health and safety adviser. 
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6.0 QUICK VIEW ON ACHIEVING THERMAL COMFORT 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

HOT OUTDOORS 
 
• Keeping body and limbs covered. 
• Wearing hat with brim or neck flap.  
• Staying in the shade whenever 

possible.  
• Using a high factor sunscreen* 
• Drinking plenty of water to avoid 

dehydration. 
• More frequent breaks. 
• Removing personal protective 

equipment whilst at rest away from 
risk areas. 

COLD OUTDOORS 
 
• Ensuring sufficient warm clothing 

is worn without preventing work to 
be undertaken. 

• Identifying facilities for hot drinks 
and place to warm-up. 

• Sufficient breaks to be allowed. 
• Keeping ‘on-the-move’. 
• Keeping out of the wind. 

THERMAL CONTROL 
Control the source -reduce/increase the temperature or insulate the source of heat  
or cold 
Control the environment  - replace hot air with cold air, or increase air movement by 
ventilation or air conditioning 
Separate heat/cold source from the worker - erect barriers, shield the work area, 
and restrict access 
Control the task - restrict the time workers are exposed to heat/cold, or control the 
amount of work people are supposed to do. 
Protect the worker - provide suitable protective clothing and/or equipment e.g. desk 
fans where appropriate. 
Monitor the worker - provide appropriate supervision. 
 

HOT INDOORS 
• Hot pipes or plant are insulated, 
• Fans are provided, 
• Most windows can be opened, 
• Most windows have adjustable 

blinds  
• Cold water dispensers are 

provided, 
• Air-cooling is provided where 

necessary 
• There is sufficient flexibility in 

working conditions to allow breaks 
• There is enough flexibility in dress 

codes 

COLD INDOORS 
• Buildings are generally well 

insulated 
• Minimum temperature to be 16OC 

if sitting, or 13OC if physically 
active; but seek comfortable 
temperature 

• Adequate heating to be provided 
• Draughts to be kept to a minimum  
• Facilities for hot drinks to be 

provided 
• If extremely cold, provision of 

sufficient breaks to warm-up   

CONSIDER 
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RELATED DOCUMENTS 

This guidance is supported by the following documents, available from Health & 
Safety web pages on the council intranet: 

• Workplace Health, Safety and Welfare Framework 

• Workplace Health, Safety and Welfare Guide for Managers 

• Workplace Health, Safety and Welfare Guide for Employees 

• Guidance on Portable Appliance Testing. 

• Quarterly Office Inspection Checklist 

• Quarterly Building Inspection Checklist 

 

 


