
the secondary assessment of a medical
patient emt

the secondary assessment of a medical patient emt is a critical component in
the emergency medical technician’s (EMT) evaluation process. After completing
the primary assessment, which focuses on life-threatening issues, the
secondary assessment provides a thorough, head-to-toe evaluation to identify
other injuries or medical conditions that may not be immediately apparent.
This detailed examination helps guide treatment decisions and ensures no
significant medical concerns are overlooked. The process involves gathering a
comprehensive patient history, performing a focused physical exam, and
continuously monitoring vital signs. Understanding the secondary assessment
enables EMTs to deliver more effective prehospital care and improve patient
outcomes. This article explores the key elements, techniques, and
significance of the secondary assessment of a medical patient EMT, including
patient history, physical examination, and documentation.
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Understanding the Purpose of the Secondary
Assessment

The secondary assessment of a medical patient EMT is conducted after the
primary assessment and initial life-saving interventions are completed. Its
primary goal is to identify any secondary injuries or medical conditions that
are not immediately life-threatening but still require prompt attention. This
assessment is essential for providing comprehensive care, especially in
complex medical or trauma cases where multiple issues may coexist.

Unlike the primary assessment, which prioritizes airway, breathing, and
circulation, the secondary assessment offers a systematic approach to uncover
less obvious problems. It can be either a focused exam—targeting the
patient’s chief complaint—or a full head-to-toe evaluation depending on the
patient’s condition and mechanism of injury. This step ensures that any
underlying conditions, chronic illnesses, or additional injuries are
discovered and addressed appropriately.

When to Perform the Secondary Assessment

The secondary assessment should be performed once the patient’s airway,
breathing, and circulation have been stabilized and immediate threats have
been managed. In stable patients, a comprehensive head-to-toe examination is
appropriate. For unstable or critical patients, the EMT may perform a focused



secondary assessment related to the chief complaint to expedite transport and
care.

Importance in Patient Care

Conducting a thorough secondary assessment allows EMTs to:

Detect hidden injuries or illnesses

Establish a baseline for ongoing patient monitoring

Inform medical personnel at the receiving facility

Prioritize treatment and transport decisions

Gathering a Detailed Patient History

The secondary assessment of a medical patient EMT heavily relies on obtaining
an accurate and detailed patient history. This step complements the physical
exam by providing insight into the patient's medical background, current
complaints, and potential risk factors. A structured approach, such as the
SAMPLE history mnemonic, is commonly used by EMTs to ensure all relevant
information is collected efficiently.

The SAMPLE History Components

The SAMPLE acronym guides EMTs in gathering comprehensive information:

Signs and Symptoms: What are the patient's current complaints and
observable signs?

Allergies: Are there any known allergies, particularly to medications or
environmental factors?

Medications: What medications is the patient currently taking, including
prescriptions and over-the-counter drugs?

Past Medical History: Does the patient have any chronic illnesses,
previous surgeries, or recent medical events?

Last Oral Intake: When did the patient last eat or drink, which may
impact treatment plans?

Events Leading Up To the Incident: What occurred immediately before the
onset of symptoms or injury?

Additional History Considerations

Beyond SAMPLE, EMTs may explore:



Family medical history relevant to the current condition

Social history, including alcohol, tobacco, or drug use

Patient’s baseline mental status and functional abilities

Performing a Focused Physical Examination

The physical examination during the secondary assessment of a medical patient
EMT involves a systematic, head-to-toe evaluation to identify abnormalities.
The exam is guided by the patient’s chief complaint and findings from the
history but should be thorough to avoid missing critical issues.

Head and Neck Examination

EMTs check the scalp, face, eyes, ears, nose, mouth, and neck for signs of
trauma, swelling, deformity, or bleeding. Assessment of pupils, airway
patency, and neck stiffness is crucial for neurological and spinal injury
considerations.

Chest and Abdomen Examination

Inspection, palpation, and auscultation of the chest evaluate respiratory
effort, breath sounds, and possible chest injuries. The abdomen is palpated
to identify tenderness, rigidity, or distension, which may signal internal
injury or illness.

Pelvis and Extremities Examination

The pelvis is assessed for stability and pain, as pelvic fractures can be
life-threatening. Each extremity is examined for deformities, range of
motion, pulses, motor function, and sensation to detect fractures,
dislocations, or neurovascular compromise.

Posterior Examination

The patient’s back is inspected and palpated for injuries or tenderness,
especially if spinal trauma is suspected. This is typically done while
logrolling the patient to minimize spinal movement.

Vital Signs Monitoring and Interpretation

Vital signs are a cornerstone of the secondary assessment of a medical
patient EMT, offering objective data about the patient’s physiological
status. Accurate measurement and interpretation of vital signs help detect
deterioration and guide treatment priorities.



Key Vital Signs to Monitor

Pulse: Rate, rhythm, and quality provide insight into cardiac function1.
and perfusion.

Respiratory Rate and Effort: Evaluates breathing adequacy and potential2.
respiratory distress.

Blood Pressure: Indicates circulatory status and potential shock.3.

Oxygen Saturation: Assesses oxygenation levels and need for supplemental4.
oxygen.

Temperature: Helps identify fever or hypothermia, which may influence5.
treatment.

Continuous Monitoring

Throughout patient care, vital signs should be reassessed regularly to detect
changes. EMTs must document trends and communicate significant findings to
advanced care providers.

Documentation and Communication of Findings

Accurate documentation of the secondary assessment findings is essential for
continuity of care and legal purposes. EMTs must clearly record the patient
history, physical exam findings, vital signs, and any interventions
performed.

Effective Communication with Receiving Facilities

Timely and precise communication of assessment results to emergency
department personnel or other healthcare providers ensures a smooth
transition of care. This includes conveying any changes in patient condition
and relevant background information gathered during the secondary assessment.

Key Documentation Elements

Patient’s chief complaint and history details

Findings from the head-to-toe physical exam

Vital signs with time stamps

Interventions performed and patient response

Changes in condition during transport



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the purpose of the secondary assessment in an
EMT medical patient evaluation?

The purpose of the secondary assessment is to perform a thorough head-to-toe
examination and gather detailed information about the patient's medical
history, symptoms, and physical condition to identify any additional injuries
or medical issues not found during the primary assessment.

When should an EMT perform the secondary assessment
on a medical patient?

An EMT should perform the secondary assessment after the primary assessment
and once the patient’s airway, breathing, and circulation are stabilized,
typically during the transport phase or when the patient is stable enough to
undergo a detailed examination.

What components are included in the secondary
assessment for a medical patient?

The secondary assessment includes obtaining the patient’s medical history
using the SAMPLE acronym (Signs/Symptoms, Allergies, Medications, Past
medical history, Last oral intake, Events leading to illness/injury) and
conducting a detailed physical exam covering the head, neck, chest, abdomen,
pelvis, extremities, and posterior.

How does an EMT use the SAMPLE history during the
secondary assessment?

An EMT uses the SAMPLE history to gather essential background information
about the patient's condition, such as identifying allergies, medications
they are taking, previous medical problems, recent events that led to their
current state, and current symptoms, which helps guide treatment decisions.

What techniques are used during the physical
examination portion of the secondary assessment?

Techniques include inspection (looking for abnormalities), palpation (feeling
for tenderness, deformities, or swelling), auscultation (listening to breath
and heart sounds with a stethoscope), and sometimes percussion, depending on
protocols and available equipment.

How does the secondary assessment differ between
medical and trauma patients?

For medical patients, the secondary assessment focuses on identifying signs
and symptoms related to medical conditions and gathering detailed history,
whereas for trauma patients, it emphasizes identifying physical injuries
through a rapid head-to-toe examination.



Why is documentation important during the secondary
assessment for an EMT?

Documentation is crucial as it provides an accurate record of the patient's
condition, history, and findings that can be communicated to advanced medical
personnel, ensuring continuity of care and supporting clinical decisions
during transport and hospital handoff.

Additional Resources
1. Secondary Assessment for EMTs: A Comprehensive Guide
This book offers a detailed overview of the secondary assessment process
tailored specifically for Emergency Medical Technicians. It covers systematic
approaches to patient evaluation beyond the primary survey, including history
taking, head-to-toe physical exams, and vital sign interpretation. The guide
emphasizes practical skills and decision-making to improve patient outcomes
in prehospital care.

2. Advanced Patient Assessment Techniques for EMS Providers
Focusing on advanced assessment methods, this text delves into nuanced
techniques for evaluating medical and trauma patients during the secondary
assessment phase. It includes case studies and real-world scenarios to help
EMTs refine their clinical judgment. Readers will gain insights into
recognizing subtle signs and symptoms that influence treatment priorities.

3. EMS Secondary Survey: Steps to Effective Patient Evaluation
This book breaks down the secondary survey into clear, manageable steps,
making it easy for EMTs to follow in the field. It highlights the importance
of thorough physical examination, patient history, and focused assessments
based on the patient’s condition. The text also integrates guidelines for
documentation and communication with other healthcare providers.

4. Trauma Assessment and Management for EMTs
Tailored for trauma cases, this resource guides EMTs through the secondary
assessment with an emphasis on identifying life-threatening injuries that may
not be immediately apparent. It covers assessment of the head, neck, chest,
abdomen, pelvis, and extremities with practical tips for rapid yet thorough
evaluation. The book also discusses prioritization of care and transport
decisions.

5. Medical Patient Assessment in Emergency Medical Services
This book focuses on the secondary assessment of medical patients, providing
EMTs with strategies to recognize and evaluate common and complex medical
conditions. It includes detailed sections on history taking, symptom
analysis, and physical examination techniques. The content is designed to
enhance diagnostic accuracy and improve patient management.

6. Prehospital Assessment: Beyond the Primary Survey
Offering a deeper dive into the assessment process, this text emphasizes the
critical role of the secondary survey in the prehospital environment. It
outlines methods for comprehensive patient evaluation, including mental
status examination and detailed physical checks. The book also discusses
integrating assessment findings into treatment plans.

7. Emergency Care and Secondary Assessment Protocols
This resource presents standardized protocols for conducting secondary
assessments in various emergency situations. EMTs will find easy-to-follow



guidelines that align with national EMS standards. The book also includes
tips for adapting assessments based on patient age, condition, and
environment.

8. Systematic Secondary Assessment for EMTs and Paramedics
Designed for both EMTs and paramedics, this book details a systematic
approach to secondary assessments that ensures no critical information is
overlooked. It provides checklists and assessment tools to streamline patient
evaluation. The text highlights the importance of identifying subtle clinical
cues during the secondary survey.

9. Clinical Decision-Making in Secondary Assessment
This book explores the cognitive processes behind effective secondary
assessments, helping EMTs develop critical thinking skills. It integrates
clinical reasoning with practical assessment techniques to enhance patient
evaluation accuracy. Case examples demonstrate how to apply assessment
findings to make informed treatment decisions in the field.
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