
ASPHYXIATION:  To cause a person to pass out or die by preventing normal breathing.  

Asphyxiation can occur during a range of different events such as choking, aspiration, 

restraint of an individual, suffocation, or smothering. 

WHAT to 

WATCH FOR 
 

The primary sign of an                                
individual experiencing asphyxiation is 
difficulty breathing.  Additional signs to 
watch for include: 
 wheezing 
 inability to breathe normally 
 gagging/coughing/choking 
 clutching or grasping the throat 
 agitation 
 loss of consciousness (the individual is not responsive) 
 hearing the statement:  “I can’t breathe!” (especially when a restraint compressing 

the chest is being used) 
 prolonged struggle or physical exertion 
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 RISK FACTORS 

         (Causes) 

Recognition of the 
following conditions will help  
alert you to potential risks: 
 

 CHOKING (airway is blocked by a   
      small object or piece of food) 

 SEIZURES (asphyxiation can occur        
      during the seizure which stops the        
      individual’s breathing) 

 RESPIRATORY PROBLEMS (such as       
      pneumonia, asthma, or exposure to  
      pepper spray)       

 SLEEP APNEA (due to oxygen                
      deficiency)                

 NEAR DROWNING (air in lungs is 
      replaced by water) 

 RESTRAINT of an individual face down  
      (prone restraint-which is prohibited)  

 COMPRESSION of or pushing against  
      an individual’s chest; preventing  
      adequate lung expansion during any        
      type of restraint  

 OBESITY (compounds other risk        
      factors) 

 

SOME FACTS about  

ASPHYXIATION 
 

 There are many different 
causes of asphyxiation.   

 One common cause of asphyxiation is 
choking.  

 Asphyxiation can occur during a choking 
event when the item choked on becomes 
lodged in the airway, thereby greatly         
reducing the amount of air received into 
the lungs. 
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  WHAT TO DO 

 FOR INDIVIDUALS WHO MAY HAVE RISK FACTORS: 
           Contact doctor regarding severity of risk factors and ways to decrease risk 
                of asphyxiation. 
           Communicate with the Support Coordinator and Individual Support Plan (ISP)                                  
                team; update Risk Assessment with appropriate prevention strategies.    
        

 BEHAVIOR PLAN (BP):  
           Follow guidelines developed by the doctor and ISP team. 
 

 CRISIS INTERVENTION:  
           Ensure only approved techniques are used. 
 

 CHOKING, SWALLOWING DIFFICULTIES OR ASPIRATION: 
           Follow diet prescribed by doctor. 
           Keep the individual in an upright position at least 45 minutes    
                after meals and ask doctor if food/fluids should be avoided before bedtime. 
 

 SEIZURES:  
           Follow seizure protocol and instructions developed by individual’s doctor and ISP team. 
 

 STAFF TRAINING IN THE FOLLOWING:  
           Understanding and recognizing emergency signs of asphyxiation (see below). 
           Assisting individuals at risk for choking and seizures.   
           Client Intervention Training (CIT I & II) for staff working with individual’s identified with a BP. 
           First Aid & CPR Certification (which includes the Heimlich Maneuver). 
 

 REVIEW FACT SHEETS ON SEIZURE DISORDER #2 and ASPIRATION #3.   

 
               EMERGENCY 

Call 9-1-1 IMMEDIATELY (and begin CPR if           
necessary) when you observe any of the  
following signs: 
 TURNING BLUE 
 WHEEZING 
 DIFFICULTY BREATHING OR STOPS BREATHING 
 GASPS FOR BREATH/UNABLE TO GET AIR 
 BECOMES UNCONSCIOUS (does not respond) 
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