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The EMS 
Airway Algorithms 

A Practical Approach to 
the Airway 
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• create a reproducible thought 
process 

Ø  pattern recognition 
Ø  familiar territory 
Ø  don’t invent: analyze! 
Ø  control the situation; 
don’t let the situation 
control you! 

The EMS 
Airway Algorithms 
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Universal Emergency 
Airway Algorithm 

Unconscious, 
unreactive, 
near death 

Difficult 
airway? 

no 

Crash 
airway 

algorithm 

yes 

RSI 

no 

Difficult  
airway  

algorithm 

yes fails Failed 
airway 

algorithm 

fails 

fails 
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Needs 
intubation 

Unresponsive? 
Near death? 

Attempt  
intubation 

Successful? 

From difficult 
airway 

Main Emergency  
Airway Management Algorithm 

Difficult airway 
yes Predict difficult 

airway? 

no 

Failed airway 
  yes 

Post-intubation 
management 

yes 

RSI 

no 

Failure to maintain 
SPO2  ≥  90%? 

no 

no 

> 3 attempts at OTI by 
experienced operator? 

no 

yes 

Crash airway  
yes 
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The Crash Airway Algorithm 

Crash airway 

Intubation Attempt:  
Successful? 

Successful? 

Unable to  
Bag Ventilate? 

no 

Failed airway  
yes 

Post-intubation  
management 

yes 

Succinylcholine 
2.0 mg/kg IVP 

no 

Attempt  
intubation 

> 3 attempts by  
experienced operator? 

no 

Failed airway 
yes 

 
Maintain  

oxygenation 
 

yes Post-intubation  
management 

Failure to maintain 
oxygenation? 

no 
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The Difficult Airway Algorithm 

Difficult airway 
predicted 

? Scoop and run or 
Divert to nearest hospital 

Post-intubation 
management  

or RSI* 
yes 

Extra-glottic Airway 
Cricothyrotomy 

BNTI 
 

 Intubation predicted  
to be successful? 

yes 
RSI* 

yes 

Awake 
intubation?? 
Awake look? 

(with or without 
sedation) 

no no 

BMV or EGD 
predicted to be 

successful? 

no 

no 

Failure to maintain 
SpO2 > 90%? 

yes 
Failed  
airway 

* May be any form of Medication Assisted Intubation: traditional 
paralytic, nonparalytic or titration intubation
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The Failed Airway Algorithm 

? Divert to nearest  
facility  

Choose one of: 
   

  Extra-glottic airway 
Video stylet (eg Levitan) 

Videolaryngoscope  
   (eg Glidescope) 

no 

Cuffed ETT placed? 

Alternative gas  
exchange method and  

transport to 
nearest faciity 

no 

Post-intubation 
management 

yes 

Failed airway 
criteria 

Extra-glottic Airway 
 may be attempted 

yes Cricothyrotomy 
Failure to maintain 

SPO2  ≥  90%? 


