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Using an Automated External Defibrillator (AED) can be a lifesaving intervention during sudden
cardiac arrest. However, to ensure safety and maximize the effectiveness of the device, certain
precautions must be observed before applying AED pads and delivering a shock. Taking these steps
not only protects the casualty from potential harm but also ensures that the AED functions correctly
and that the rescuer performs the procedure safely. This comprehensive guide details the essential
precautions to consider before using an AED on a casualty.

Understanding the Importance of Precautions Before
AED Use
AEDs are designed to be user-friendly and safe for untrained bystanders to operate in emergencies.
Nonetheless, improper use or neglecting safety measures can lead to complications such as electrical
burns, injury to the rescuer, or ineffective treatment. Therefore, understanding and implementing
essential precautions can make the difference between a successful rescue and unintended harm.

Assessing the Scene for Safety
Before approaching the casualty, the first step is to assess the scene for safety. This encompasses
evaluating environmental hazards that might jeopardize both the rescuer and the casualty.

Ensure Scene Safety
- Check for hazards such as traffic, fire, electrical dangers, or unstable structures.
- If the scene is unsafe, prioritize calling emergency services and waiting for professional help until
the area is secured.
- Remove the casualty from immediate danger if possible and safe to do so.

Protect Yourself and Others
- Wear disposable gloves if available to prevent contact with blood or bodily fluids.
- Use a face shield or mask if performing rescue breaths, to reduce risk of infection transmission.
- Avoid contact with the casualty’s bare chest if there is a risk of electrical conduction or if the person
is in water.

Preparing the Casualty for AED Use
Proper preparation of the casualty is crucial to ensure the AED will operate correctly and to prevent
injuries or complications.



Check Responsiveness and Breathing
- Confirm unresponsiveness by gently shaking the casualty and shouting.
- Verify the absence of normal breathing—look for chest movement, listen for breath sounds, and feel
for breath on your cheek.
- If unresponsive and not breathing normally, call for emergency help and prepare to use the AED.

Ensure the Casualty Is Not in Contact with Water or Moisture
- Remove wet clothing, especially from the chest area, to prevent interference with AED pads and
reduce the risk of electrical shock.
- Dry the chest thoroughly using a towel or cloth if available. Moisture can cause the pads to
malfunction or cause unintended shocks.

Remove or Avoid Metal Objects and Jewelry
- Remove any necklaces, bras with metal components, or metallic jewelry from the chest area to
prevent interference with AED pads and reduce burn risk.

Positioning the Casualty Correctly
Proper positioning ensures optimal pad placement and safety during shock delivery.

Lay the Casualty Flat on a Firm Surface
- Position the person on their back on a firm, dry surface.
- If on a bed or soft surface, consider moving them to the floor to prevent pad misplacement and
ensure proper shock conduction.

Clear the Chest Area and Ensure Visibility
- Expose the chest by removing clothing as necessary, ensuring the skin is dry and clean.
- Make sure no one is touching the casualty during AED analysis and shock delivery.

Checking for Contraindications and Precautions
Related to AED Use
Certain conditions and situations require special attention before using an AED. Recognizing these
can prevent harm.

Pacemakers and Implanted Devices
- If the casualty has a pacemaker or defibrillator implanted, avoid placing pads directly over the
device.



- Place pads at least one inch away from the device to prevent interference or damage.

Pregnancy Considerations
- AED use is safe in pregnant women; do not delay shock if a cardiac arrest is suspected.
- Place the pads as recommended, avoiding the abdomen if possible, but prioritize saving the life.

Presence of Medical Implants or Metal Devices
- Avoid placing pads directly over metal plates, screws, or other implants unless necessary.
- Place pads at least one inch away from such devices.

Ensuring Proper Pad Placement and Pad Safety
Correct pad placement is vital for effective defibrillation and safety.

Follow AED Pad Placement Instructions
- Typically, place one pad on the upper right chest, just below the collarbone.
- Place the other pad on the lower left side of the chest, below the ribcage and lateral to the nipple.
- Confirm that pads do not touch each other or overlap.

Check for Proper Adherence and Connection
- Ensure pads are firmly attached to the skin.
- Confirm that the AED is properly connected to the pads and powered on.

Keep Others Clear During Shock Delivery
- Clear the casualty of all persons before delivering a shock.
- Announce loudly, “Everyone clear!” and visually confirm no one is touching the casualty.

Electrical Safety Precautions
Handling the AED and ensuring safety from electrical hazards are critical.

Ensure the Casualty Is Dry
- Water or moisture can cause unintended conduction.
- Dry the chest thoroughly and ensure the environment is dry.



Do Not Use the AED Near Flammable Gases or Liquids
- Avoid using AEDs in areas with flammable substances, such as gasoline or oxygen-rich
environments.

Properly Maintain the AED and Pads
- Regularly check the AED for battery life and pad expiration dates.
- Replace pads before their expiration date to ensure readiness.

Training and Familiarity with AED Operation
While AEDs are designed for use by laypersons, familiarity with the device enhances safety.

Practice Using AEDs
- Participate in CPR and AED training courses.
- Familiarize yourself with the specific model’s instructions.

Read and Follow the AED Instructions Carefully
- The device provides voice prompts guiding through each step.
- Follow prompts precisely and do not override instructions unless safety concerns arise.

Summary of Key Precautions Before Using an AED
To summarize, the essential precautions include:

Assessing the scene for safety and removing hazards.

Ensuring the casualty is unresponsive and not breathing normally.

Drying the chest and removing metal objects and jewelry.

Positioning the casualty on a firm, flat surface.

Placing AED pads correctly, avoiding metal implants and pacemakers.

Ensuring no one is touching the casualty during shock delivery.

Maintaining the AED in good working condition and following device prompts.

Conclusion
Using an AED correctly and safely depends heavily on taking appropriate precautions before applying



the device. By assessing the scene, preparing the casualty properly, understanding contraindications,
and following correct pad placement and safety procedures, rescuers can significantly increase the
chances of survival while minimizing risks. Remember, timely and cautious action can make all the
difference in an emergency, and being prepared with knowledge about AED precautions is an
essential component of effective first aid.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the first step to ensure safety before using an AED on
a casualty?
Verify that the scene is safe for both the rescuer and the casualty before approaching or using the
AED.

Should you check for responsiveness and breathing before
applying an AED?
Yes, confirm the casualty is unresponsive and not breathing normally before using the AED.

Is it necessary to remove or turn off metal jewelry or
pacemakers before using an AED?
Remove any metallic jewelry or body piercings if possible, and ensure the AED pads are placed
correctly, avoiding pacemaker or implantable device sites as instructed.

Can you use an AED on a wet or sweaty casualty without
precautions?
No, water or sweat can interfere with the AED's function and pose a risk of shock; dry the chest area
thoroughly before applying pads.

Should you tell bystanders to stay back before shocking a
casualty with an AED?
Yes, ensure all bystanders are clear of the casualty to prevent accidental shocks or injuries during
defibrillation.

Is it safe to use an AED if the casualty has a hairy chest?
You should shave or remove excessive hair from the chest area to ensure good pad contact for
effective shock delivery.

Are there any contraindications or situations where you



should not use an AED?
You should not use an AED on a conscious person, or if the person is lying in water, or if there are
explosive or flammable substances nearby.

Should you perform CPR immediately after AED shock, and
what precautions are needed?
Yes, resume CPR immediately after shock, ensuring the area remains safe, and follow AED prompts
carefully.

What precautions should be taken when using an AED on
children or infants?
Use pediatric pads if available, or follow specific instructions for child AED settings, and ensure proper
pad placement with care.

Additional Resources
AED Safety Protocols: Essential Precautions Before Using an Automated External Defibrillator (AED)

Automated External Defibrillators (AEDs) are life-saving devices designed to restore normal heart
rhythm during sudden cardiac arrest (SCA). Their widespread availability in public spaces—airports,
malls, schools, and workplaces—has significantly improved survival rates. However, despite their
user-friendly design, proper precautions must be observed before deploying an AED to ensure both
the casualty’s safety and the responder’s protection. Using an AED improperly can cause harm or
reduce the device’s effectiveness, making thorough knowledge and preparation essential.

In this comprehensive guide, we delve into the critical precautions that must be taken before using an
AED on a casualty. Whether you're a layperson, first responder, or healthcare professional,
understanding these steps can make the difference between life and death in emergency situations.

---

Understanding the Importance of Precautionary
Measures

While AEDs are designed for ease of use, they are medical devices that deliver electric shocks to the
heart. They analyze heart rhythms and advise shock delivery only when appropriate, but improper
preparation can lead to ineffective treatment or injury. Therefore, safety precautions serve a dual
purpose:

- Protecting the casualty from potential harm caused by improper device use.
- Safeguarding the responder from electrical hazards or legal liabilities.



By adhering to these precautions, responders can maximize the AED’s effectiveness while minimizing
risks.

---

Pre-Use Preparations and Precautions

Before deploying an AED, a series of critical steps and considerations must be observed. These
preparations fall into several key categories:

1. Ensuring Scene Safety

Why it matters:
The first step in any emergency response is to assess the environment for hazards—fire, electrical
dangers, traffic, or unstable structures—that could harm both the casualty and the responder.

Precautions include:
- Visually inspecting the scene for dangers.
- Moving the casualty only if the environment is unsafe or if they are in immediate danger (e.g., fire,
traffic).
- Standing clear of any hazards, especially electrical sources, water, or unstable surfaces.
- Ensuring bystanders are moved away or kept at a safe distance to prevent interference or accidental
contact with the AED.

Expert tip: Always consider your own safety first. You cannot help someone if you become a casualty
yourself.

---

2. Confirming Unresponsiveness and Absence of Breathing

Why it matters:
AEDs are intended for use only when the casualty is unresponsive and not breathing normally. False
assumptions can lead to inappropriate shock delivery.

Precautions include:
- Gently tapping or shaking the casualty and shouting to check responsiveness.
- Checking for normal breathing for at least 10 seconds—look for chest rise, listen for breath sounds,
and feel for airflow.
- If unresponsive and not breathing or only gasping, proceed with AED application.

Expert tip: Be cautious not to mistake agonal breathing (agonal gasping) as normal breathing, which
can be a sign of cardiac arrest.

---



3. Securing the Scene and Ensuring Privacy

Why it matters:
Maintaining dignity and privacy for the casualty encourages cooperation and reduces additional
stress.

Precautions include:
- Moving bystanders away if necessary.
- Creating a private area, especially in public or crowded spaces.
- Communicating clearly and calmly with witnesses or bystanders for assistance and crowd control.

---

Preparation of the Casualty’s Environment

4. Removing Hazardous Materials and Obstructions

Why it matters:
AED pads need to be placed directly on the chest, and the device should be free of interference.

Precautions include:
- Removing clothing, jewelry, or metal objects from the chest area to ensure proper pad placement
and reduce the risk of burns or interference.
- Clearing the chest of any objects that could impede pad adhesion or analysis.
- Ensuring the casualty is lying on a dry, firm surface to facilitate effective shock delivery and pad
contact.

5. Drying the Chest

Why it matters:
Moisture or sweat on the chest can cause pads to slip or reduce electrical conduction.

Precautions include:
- Gently wiping the chest with a towel or cloth to remove moisture if possible.
- Avoiding placing pads on wet or sweaty skin directly, as this can diminish the shock’s efficacy or
cause burns.

---

Device and Pad Considerations



6. Selecting and Preparing the AED

Why it matters:
Different AED models may have varying instructions, but general safety principles remain universal.

Precautions include:
- Ensuring the AED is functional and has fresh batteries and pads.
- Checking for visible damage or expiration dates on pads—using expired pads can impair
performance.
- Reading device prompts carefully before application.

7. Verifying Proper Pad Placement

Why it matters:
Correct placement ensures accurate rhythm analysis and effective shock delivery.

Precautions include:
- Placing pads according to the manufacturer’s instructions—usually one pad on the upper right chest
and the other on the lower left side, below the armpit.
- Ensuring pads do not touch or overlap.
- Avoiding placement over medical implants, pacemakers, or medication patches unless instructed
otherwise.

Expert tip: Use the diagrams provided with the AED or on the pads’ packaging for guidance.

---

Legal and Ethical Considerations

8. Ensuring Legal Authorization

Why it matters:
While emergency situations generally warrant immediate action, responders should be aware of local
laws regarding AED use.

Precautions include:
- Understanding Good Samaritan laws that typically protect responders acting in good faith.
- Recognizing that in public places, AEDs are designed for use by laypersons, and legal barriers are
minimal.

9. Informed Consent and Respect for the Casualty



Why it matters:
While unresponsive casualties cannot give explicit consent, ethical practice involves acting in their
best interest.

Precautions include:
- Assuming consent in life-threatening emergencies.
- Explaining briefly what you are doing if the casualty regains consciousness and can respond.
- Respecting privacy and dignity throughout the process.

---

Additional Safety Tips Before Shock Delivery

10. Confirming No Contact During Shock

Why it matters:
Electrically conductive contact with the casualty during shock can result in injury.

Precautions include:
- Ensuring no person is touching the casualty or the AED during shock delivery.
- Using clear commands such as “Clear!” loudly before pressing the shock button.
- Checking for movement or signs of life after shock.

11. Ensuring No Flammable Materials or Gases

Why it matters:
Electric shocks can spark fires if flammable substances are nearby.

Precautions include:
- Removing oxygen tanks, aerosols, or flammable liquids from the vicinity.
- Ventilating the area if necessary.

---

Summary of Key Precautions

- Assess scene safety first and remove hazards.
- Confirm unresponsiveness and absence of normal breathing before proceeding.
- Ensure privacy and comfort for the casualty.
- Remove clothing and moisture from the chest for proper pad placement.
- Select and position AED pads correctly according to manufacturer instructions.
- Check device functionality, including battery and pad integrity.
- Ensure no one is in contact with the casualty during shock delivery.



- Follow prompts carefully and act swiftly but cautiously.

---

Conclusion

Using an AED effectively can dramatically increase the chances of survival during sudden cardiac
arrest. However, its efficacy and safety depend heavily on the responder’s adherence to critical
precautions before and during deployment. Scene safety assessment, proper preparation, correct pad
placement, and awareness of legal and ethical considerations form the foundation of responsible AED
use.

Preparedness, combined with calm execution of these precautions, ensures that the device can
perform optimally, delivering life-saving shocks while minimizing risks to both the casualty and
responder. Remember, in emergencies, knowledge saves lives—familiarize yourself with AED
protocols and always prioritize safety above all else.
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