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● However, in the prehospital environment, core
temperature is difficult to measure, and it may be
better to define the severity clinically (Table 3.40).

5. Assessment and Management
For the assessment and management of hypothermia
refer to Table 3.41.

Methodology
For details of the methodology used in the development
of this guideline, please refer to the guideline webpage.

Table 3.40 – CLINICAL STAGES OF
HYPOTHERMIA

Stage Clinical Signs

I Clearly conscious and shivering.

II Impaired consciousness without 
shivering.

III Unconscious.

IV No breathing.

V Death due to irreversible hypothermia.

Table 3.41 – ASSESSMENT and MANAGEMENT  of:

Hypothermia

MANAGEMENT
● If any of the following TIME CRITICAL features are present:
● Major ABC problems.
● Haemodynamic compromise.
● Decreased level of consciousness.
● Cardiac arrest, then:

Start correcting A (with cervical spine protection if indicated) and B problems.
Undertake a TIME CRITICAL transfer to nearest appropriate receiving hospital.
Provide an alert/information call.
Continue patient management en-route.

Undertake physical examination and assess for the presence of features of hypothermia
(Table 3.40): early symptoms are non-specific and include: ataxia, slurred speech, apathy,
irrational behaviour, and decrease in the level of consciousness (refer to decreased level of
consciousness guideline), heart rate and rhythm, and respiratory rate.

Measure and record the patient’s core temperature – temperature measurement in the field
is difficult, therefore it is important to suspect and treat hypothermia from the history and
circumstances of the situation. NB Shivering occurs early but will cease when the
temperature falls further (Table 3.40); the patient will feel cold to the touch.

PREVENT FURTHER HEAT LOSS as in the mildly hypothermic patient, preventing further
heat loss will enable the patient to warm up by their own metabolism.
● Place in vehicle.
● DO NOT wrap cold patients in foil blankets directly next to skin. Wrap them in fabric

blankets first and then place a foil blanket on top.
● If the patient is conscious provide a hot drink/food if available and appropriate.
● DO NOT rub the patient’s skin as this causes vasodilatation and may increase heat loss.
● DO NOT give the patient alcohol as this causes vasodilatation and may increase heat loss.
● Manage co-existing trauma or medical condition as they arise (refer to appropriate

trauma/medical guidelines).

BEWARE: Hypothermia may mimic death with very slow and weak or undetectable pulse,
very slow and shallow respiration, fixed dilated pupils, and increased muscle tone.
● Airway – clear the airway.
● Ventilation – if there are no signs of respiration, ventilate with high concentrations of

oxygen (refer to appropriate resuscitation guidelines).
● Signs of life – look for signs of life (palpate central artery, ECG monitoring etc.) for up to 1

minute.
● Cardiac arrest – refer to appropriate resuscitation guidelines and additional

information below.
● Rough handling can invoke cardiac arrhythmias (including VF and pulseless VT) so handle

patients carefully.
● Cardiac arrythmias (except VF) will usually revert spontaneously with re-warming and do

not need treatment unless they persist after re-warming.
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