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SECTION 8:  MEDICAL EMERGENCIES 
 

 

 
8.1 HEART ATTACK (CORONARY THROMBOSIS, or ACUTE MYOCARDIAL INFARCTION) 
 
A severe condition experienced when a Coronary blood vessel 
becomes blocked due to fatty deposits or a clot. The absence 
of oxygen to an area of the heart results in tissue death. As the 
tissue dies it may cause pain lasting from 30 minutes to 24 
hours. 
Heart attacks vary in severity and may result in cardiac arrest. 
Heart attacks are more common in adults who have one or 
more risk factors (see table on next page). 
The stopping of the heartbeat, referred to as cardiac arrest, is 
a critical emergency. The brain requires a continuous supply of 
oxygenated blood, and cannot survive for longer than 4-6 
minutes if that supply is cut off, resulting in brain death. 
Angina is a warning that a heart attack may be imminent. It is 
normally associated with physical exertion and the resulting 
chest-pain subsides with rest within 10 minutes. 
 
 

 
 
 
Signs and Symptoms of a heart attack 
 
• Chest-pain - sudden crushing vice-like grip originating under the 

breastbone and which radiates to the arms, neck or jaw. 
• The pain lasts 30 minutes to 24 hrs. 
• Feeling of weakness that progresses to unconsciousness. 
• Short, rapid breaths.  
• Dizziness, shaking, nausea and vomiting, high anxiety levels. 
• Tachycardia (Fast pulse), then bradycardia (slow pulse) before 

cardiac arrest. 
• White or grey skin colour; may become cyanotic (due to lack of 

oxygen). Sweating leads to skin being cold and clammy to the 
touch. 

Exit Outcomes 
At the end of this section you will be able to: 

• Name the contributing risk factors leading to heart attacks. 
• Describe the first aid treatment for stroke casualties. 
• Explain the main causes of airway obstruction. 
• Demonstrate the Procedure for helping a casualty who is choking. 
• List ways you can prevent drowning accidents. 
• Describe when you would use an epinephrine pen (Epi-pen). 

 



FIRST AID LEVEL 2 

First Aid Treatment of a Suspected Heart Attack 
 
1. HHHHCPR. 
2. Have the casualty sit quietly in a comfortable position. 
3. Phone emergency services to bring an AED and transport casualty to hospital. 
4. Loosen tight clothing and obtain a medical history. 
5. If available, have the casualty administer their own medication. 
6. Reassure and calm the casualty. 
7. Cover the casualty with a blanket to keep warm, if feeling cold.  
8. The casualty could be feeling hot and sweaty, so treat as required. 
9. Be ready to start CPR if necessary. 
 
Heart Attack Risk Factors 

 
 

8.2 STROKE (CEREBROVASCULAR ACCIDENT)  
 
A stroke or Cerebrovascular Accident (CVA) is caused by poor blood flow to an area of the brain due to an 
embolism (Clot) that blocks one of the blood vessels or by a ruptured blood vessel (aneurysm). The restricted 

blood flow to the brain causes that part of the brain to die from 
hypoxia (Lack of oxygen). Strokes are more common in persons 
over 50 years, who have a history of high blood pressure, cardiac 
disease, diabetes and smoking. 
 

A Transient Ischaemic Attack (TIA) is similar to a stroke. It has the 
same signs and symptoms, but it is not a permanent condition. A 
TIA is a “spasm”, or narrowing of the blood vessels, which leads to 
hypoxia to the brain, caused by the build-up of cholesterol 
resulting in inflexible and or hardened arteries. It is a warning that 
a stroke is imminent. Urgent medical attention must be given in 
order to prevent a stroke. 
 
 
 
 
 

Unavoidable – need to know about Avoidable – can be worked on 

Family history of heart attacks. Tobacco smoking. 

Previous heart attack or stroke.                                              Diabetes (Type 2). 

Older age (men over 40 and women over 50). 
High blood pressure, High blood levels of certain 
cholesterols, and obesity.                                      

Stressors in life / work. 
Excessive alcohol consumption, abuse of drugs.  
(e.g. cocaine, heroin) 

Personal medical health history. Chronic high stress levels. 

 Prevention - Regular exercise.                                                     
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Sign and Symptoms of a Stroke 
 
The signs and symptoms of a stroke depend on the severity and part of the brain that is affected. Usually the 
symptoms develop suddenly, as follows; 
• Loss of movement or body co-ordination and numbness (a classic sign of a stroke is paralysis to one side of 

the body) 
• Difficulty in swallowing or speaking 
• Dizziness, lethargy, fainting 
• Impaired vision 
• Severe or mild headache 

 
First Aid Treatment for Stroke 
1. HHHHCPR. 
2. Reassure casualty and keep the casualty calm. 
3. Do not give the casualty any food or liquid, as they 

cannot swallow properly. 
4. Get medical attention immediately, as they need to 

receive medication to break up the clot in the brain 
to prevent further brain damage.  

5. Monitor casualty for loss of consciousness or 
breathing; start CPR if necessary. 
 

 

What causes brain damage? Lack of Oxygen, 
poisoning, alcohol, tumours, constricted blood 
vessels, bleeding due to direct trauma.  
The brain can only survive 4-6 minutes without oxygen before permanent brain damage occurs.  
 
8.3 HEADACHES 
 
The possible causes of a headache range from a relatively harmless common cold to life-threatening 
emergencies like meningitis. Various types of headache are possible: migraine, cluster headache. Any incident 
of head injury (i.e. brain injury), even in the past, raises the possibility of concussion or compression injury. 
 
Migraines are the result of a 
constriction of the arteries in 
the brain, which reduces 
blood flow to the brain. This is 
followed by dilation or 
widening of these arteries. 
This process results in the 
classic symptoms of migraine 
that include: sensory 
disturbances and headache. 
In fact, a severe headache is 
just the beginning of an attack 
that comes in stages with 
varying associated symptoms 
and can last up to three days. 
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Meningitis is an inflammation of 
the meninges or membranes 
around the brain. It is often very 
serious and if untreated can quickly 
cause death or permanent brain 
damage, leaving the casualty 
disabled. The inflammation may be 
caused by infection with viruses, 
bacteria, or other microorganisms, 
and less commonly by certain 
drugs.  
 
Symptoms of meningitis are 
headache and neck stiffness 
associated with fever, confusion or 
altered consciousness, vomiting, 
and an inability to tolerate light 
(photophobia) or loud sounds 
(phonophobia). 

 
 
 

8.4 RESPIRATORY ARREST 
 
The human lungs are the organs of respiration. Humans have two lungs, with the left being divided into two 
lobes and the right into three lobes. Together, the lungs contain approximately 2,400 km of bronchioles and 
have a total surface area of about the same as a tennis court. 

 
 
Respiratory Arrest occurs 
when the lungs are not able 
to exchange enough oxygen 
and carbon dioxide which 
leads to the buildup of acid 
in the body.  
 

Causes of respiratory arrest: 
1. Obstruction- choking, 

drowning, strangulation 
or suffocation 

2. Damaged central 
nervous system- due to 
electrocution, poisoning, 
allergic reaction, injury 
or stroke. 

3. Decreased oxygen 
supply- Presence of gas, 
smoke. 
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Signs and Symptoms of Respiratory Arrest or Failure 
 
• Deep Tachypnoea (laboured respiration) 
• Lightheadedness 
• Tachycardia (rapid heart rate) 
• Medical Shock, resulting in cold and clammy skin 
• Blue lips and fingernails 
• Muscle weakness 
• Cardiac arrhythmia 
 
First Aid Treatment of Respiratory Arrest 
 
1. HHHHCPR. 
2. Open the airway with a head tilt, chin lift.  
3. Check for breathing and start CPR if necessary 
4. Remove the airway obstruction only if you can see it. 
5. If the difficulty in breathing caused by an allergic reaction, assist the casualty to administer the antihistamine 

or asthmatic medication prescribed by their doctor. 
 

AIRWAY OBSTRUCTIONS 
 
8.4.1 Choking 
 
Choking is the mechanical obstruction of the flow of air from the 
environment into the lungs which can be caused by;  

• a foreign object (food, small toy) 
• strangulation 
• an allergic reaction, poison 
• Suffocation/Asphyxia 

 

Choking can be a frightening emergency. If the blockage in the 
airway is severe you must act quickly to remove the obstruction 
in order for the casualty to be able to breathe again normally. 
 
 

Signs and Symptoms of Choking 
 

• the casualty cannot speak or make any sound  
• the casualty desperately grabs at his or her throat 
• the casualty’s face turns blue (cyanosis) from lack of 

oxygen 
• the casualty has a weak cough and laboured breathing 

which produces a high-pitched noise.  
• the casualty does any or all of the above and then become 

unconscious 
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First Aid treatment for Choking 
 
1. Conscious casualty who can still cough (mild obstruction). Stand by and let the casualty cough.   

DO NOT slap a casualty who is coughing on the back! 
2. Conscious casualties who cannot cough or make a sound- (severe obstruction). Act quickly and perform 5 

back slaps then abdominal thrusts (Heimlich manoeuver).       
3. Stand behind the casualty. 
4. Make a fist and place the thumb side of your fist slightly above the belly button. 
5. Place the other hand over the fisted hand and give quick upward thrusts into the abdomen. 
6. Give thrusts until the object is dislodged and the casualty can cough, or they stop responding. 
7. Choking casualty who becomes unconscious - lower the casually to the ground, call for help and start CPR. 

Every time you open the mouth to give breaths look for the foreign object and remove it with your fingers if 
you can see it. 

 
Choking treatment for pregnant or large individuals 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

1. Stand Behind the casualty. 
2. Place your hands around their chest. 
3. Give chest-thrusts in the same place used for CPR compressions. 
4. Repeat as necessary, until the obstruction is ejected. 
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8.4.2 Allergic Reactions 
 

Allergies, also known as allergic diseases, are a number of conditions caused by hypersensitivity of the immune 
system to something in the environment that usually causes little or no problem in most people. These diseases 
include hay fever, food allergies, atopic 
dermatitis, allergic asthma, and anaphylaxis. 
 
Signs and Symptoms of Allergic Reactions 
 

• Sneezing 
• Stuffy or runny nose 
• Itchy, watery, bloodshot eyes 
• Scratchy, swollen throat, tongue and face 
• Difficulty in breathing 
• Hives (Urticaria) – formation of itchy red or 

white raised patches on the skin 
• Lowered Blood pressure, fainting. 

 
First Aid Treatment for mild allergic reactions 
 
1. Assist casualty to take their own antihistamine medication. 
2. Treat symptomatically. 
 

Anaphylactic Shock  
 
Allergic shock (anaphylaxis) is a severe reaction to certain foods, insect 
bites or medication that affects the whole body. In its allergic mode, your 
immune system misidentifies an otherwise harmless substance as 
harmful, and then attacks the substance with a vigour and ferocity that’s 
far greater than required.  
 
Mast cells play a vital role in allergies because they produce histamine, a 
key weapon in the body’s fight against infection. The problem is that when 
histamine is released in too great a quantity or at the wrong time, it 
triggers a destructive domino effect within the immune system known as 
an allergic cascade.  
 

First Aid Treatment for severe allergic reaction 
  
1. HHHHCPR. 
2. Call for emergency medical assistance immediately. 
3. Help the casualty administer their own medication  

(Epi-pen) if they have one.  
4. Advise the casualty to sit calmly to ease their breathing. 
5. Loosen any tight clothing.  
6. Do not leave casualty alone. 
 

Medic Alert emergency no: 021 461 0000,    
Phone number to arrange for a Medic Alert bracelet or necklace: 021 425 7328 
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8.4.3 Drowning 
 
Drowning is death caused by suffocation when a liquid 
causes interruption of the body's absorption of oxygen from 
the air leading to asphyxiation. The primary cause of death 
is hypoxia (lack of oxygen) and acidosis leading to cardiac 
arrest. Children can drown in a few centimetres of water. 
Their bodies are top-heavy so they over balance easily and 
need to be supervised around any water; even in the 
bathtub. 
 
Near Drowning is the survival of a drowning event involving 
unconsciousness or water inhalation and can lead to serious 
secondary complications, including death, after the event.  
Secondary Drowning is death due to chemical or biological changes in the lungs after a near drowning incident. 
All casualties of near drowning need to be given attention by medical professionals. 
 

First Aid Treatment for Drowning  
 

1. HHHHCPR 
2. Remove the casualty out of the water immediately.  
3. Do not try to rescue someone if it will severely endanger 

your life. Rather call for help and try to reach the casualty 
from land with a pole or rope. Tie yourself to something 
secure on shore if you have to swim out to the casualty.  

4. Check for breathing and foreign bodies in the airways, 
such as weeds, but do not waste time by trying to drain 
swallowed water.  

5. If the casualty needs CPR, start immediately.  
• Begin rescue breathing in the water while getting the casualty to shore.  
• Once on shore start CPR. 

 
6. If you suspect a spinal injury and CPR is not required, don't move the casualty to land. Keep the casualty lying 

face up in the water until help arrives.  
7. All near-drowning casualties should be observed in hospital for 24 hours. 

 
 

 
 
 
End of Section 8.  


