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When a Certified Nursing Assistant (CNA) encounters a patient who is unresponsive and not
breathing, quick and decisive action can mean the difference between life and death. Recognizing the
signs promptly and knowing the correct steps to take are essential skills for CNAs working in various
healthcare settings. In such emergencies, the fundamental principle is that the CNA must begin
Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) immediately if the situation warrants it. This article explores the
critical steps a CNA should take when faced with an unresponsive, non-breathing patient,
emphasizing the importance of prompt CPR initiation, proper technique, and the subsequent steps to
ensure patient safety.

Recognizing an Emergency: When To Initiate CPR

Signs of an Unresponsive and Non-Breathing Patient

A CNA's first responsibility is to assess the patient quickly and accurately. Recognizing the signs of an
emergency involves:

* No response: The patient does not respond to verbal commands or physical stimuli.

* No breathing: The patient shows no chest rise, no breathing sounds, or gasping.

* No pulse: If trained and capable, check for a pulse to determine circulatory status.

If the patient exhibits these signs, immediate action is necessary.

The Importance of Immediate Action

In cardiac emergencies, every second counts. The American Heart Association emphasizes that
starting CPR without delay can double or even triple a patient’s chance of survival. The moment a
CNA confirms that a patient is unresponsive and not breathing, they must begin CPR right away,
without waiting for emergency services, unless there are safety concerns or other protocols dictate
otherwise.



Step-by-Step Guide to Starting CPR for CNAs

1. Ensure Safety and Check Responsiveness

Before approaching the patient, ensure the environment is safe for both the CNA and the patient.
Once confirmed:

¢ Gently shake the patient’s shoulders and shout to see if they respond.

e If unresponsive, proceed to the next steps immediately.

2. Call for Help and Activate Emergency Response

If possible, instruct someone nearby to call emergency services (911) and to get an Automated
External Defibrillator (AED). If alone, the CNA should:

e Call 911 immediately.

e Retrieve an AED if available.

3. Position the Patient Correctly

Lay the patient flat on their back on a firm surface, ensuring their airway is open and unobstructed.

4. Check for Breathing and Pulse

Quickly assess:

e Breathing: Look for chest movement, listen for breath sounds, and feel for air on your cheek.

 Pulse: If trained, check for a pulse at the carotid artery for no more than 10 seconds.

If the patient is not breathing and has no pulse, begin CPR immediately.

5. Start Chest Compressions

Proper chest compressions are vital:



Position your hands: Place the heel of one hand on the center of the chest (lower half of the
sternum). Place your other hand on top, interlacing fingers.

Body position: Keep your shoulders directly over your hands, with arms straight.

Compression depth: Press down hard and fast, at least 2 inches deep for adults.

Rate: Perform compressions at a rate of 100 to 120 per minute, roughly the beat of the song
“Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees.

¢ Allow full chest recoil: Let the chest return to normal position after each compression to
maximize blood flow.

6. Provide Rescue Breaths (if trained and comfortable)

After 30 compressions, if trained and able:

e Open the airway with a head-tilt, chin-lift maneuver.
e Pinch the nose shut.

e Give 2 rescue breaths, each lasting about 1 second, watching for chest rise.

If unsure or untrained, continue with hands-only CPR (compressions only).

Using the AED During CPR

Applying the AED

If an AED is available:

e Turn it on and follow spoken prompts.
e Expose the patient’s chest and wipe away any moisture or medication patches.

e Attach the AED pads as indicated (usually one pad on the upper right chest and the other on the
lower left side).

e Allow the AED to analyze the heart rhythm.



Delivering Shock and Continuing CPR

If the AED recommends a shock:

e Ensure no one is touching the patient.
¢ Press the shock button when prompted.

¢ Immediately resume CPR starting with chest compressions for another 2 minutes.

Repeat the cycle until emergency personnel arrive or the patient shows signs of life.

Post-Resuscitation Care and Reporting

Once the Patient Shows Signs of Life

If the patient begins to breathe or responds:

Place them in the recovery position if they are breathing but unresponsive.

Monitor their vital signs continuously.

Provide reassurance and comfort.

Wait for emergency services to take over.

Reporting and Documentation

After the event:
e Document what happened, including the time CPR was started, actions taken, and the patient’s
response.
¢ Follow facility protocols for incident reporting.

e Report to supervisors and ensure proper handoff to emergency personnel.



Training and Preparation for CNAs

Importance of Regular CPR Certification

CPAs and healthcare providers should regularly renew their CPR certification to stay updated on the
latest guidelines and techniques.

Practical Skills and Confidence

Hands-on training helps CNAs develop the confidence and muscle memory necessary to act swiftly
and effectively during real emergencies.

Understanding Legal and Ethical Responsibilities

CNAs should be aware of Good Samaritan laws that protect rescuers acting in good faith and
understand their ethical obligation to respond promptly and appropriately.

Conclusion

The ability of a CNA to recognize an unresponsive, non-breathing patient and to initiate CPR
immediately can significantly impact the patient’s survival chances. Knowing the signs, acting swiftly,
performing high-quality chest compressions, utilizing an AED effectively, and ensuring proper post-
resuscitation care are all essential components of emergency response. Regular training and
adherence to established protocols empower CNAs to confidently handle such critical situations,
ultimately saving lives and providing vital support in times of crisis.

Frequently Asked Questions

What should a CNA do if they find a patient unresponsive and
not breathing?

The CNA should immediately call for emergency assistance and begin CPR to maintain circulation and
breathing until professional help arrives.

When is it appropriate for a CNA to start CPR on a patient?

A CNA should start CPR immediately if the patient is unresponsive and not breathing or only gasping,
without attempting to check for a pulse first.

What are the key steps a CNA should follow when beginning



CPR on a patient?

The CNA should ensure safety, call for emergency help, start chest compressions at a rate of 100-120
per minute, and provide rescue breaths if trained and comfortable doing so.

Why is prompt CPR initiation critical for an unresponsive
patient who isn’t breathing?

Prompt CPR helps maintain blood flow to vital organs like the brain and heart, increasing the chance
of survival and reducing the risk of permanent damage.

What is the significance of the phrase 'If the patient is
unresponsive and not breathing,' in guiding a CNA's actions?

It indicates that the CNA must act immediately by starting CPR, as these are signs of cardiac or
respiratory arrest requiring urgent intervention to save the patient's life.

Additional Resources

Critical Response: The CNA Finds a Patient Unresponsive and Not Breathing—When to Begin CPR
Immediately

In the realm of healthcare, Certified Nursing Assistants (CNAs) are often the first line of response
during emergencies involving patients. Their quick, decisive actions can be the difference between
life and death. Among the most critical situations they may face is discovering a patient who is
unresponsive and not breathing. Recognizing the urgency and knowing when and how to initiate
Cardiopulmonary Resuscitation (CPR) is essential. This article delves into the comprehensive steps a
CNA should follow when confronted with such a scenario, emphasizing the importance of immediate
action and proper technique.

Understanding the Situation: Unresponsiveness and
Absence of Breathing

Before jumping into action, it's vital for CNAs to accurately interpret the patient's condition. When a
patient is unresponsive and not breathing, it indicates a potential cardiac arrest or respiratory failure,
both of which require prompt intervention.

What does unresponsiveness entail?
- The patient does not respond to verbal commands or physical stimuli (like tapping or shaking).
- They may be unconscious or in a deep sleep state without any detectable reaction.

What does not breathing signify?
- No chest rise or fall when observing the patient.



- No breath sounds when listening closely.
- Absence of normal respiratory effort.

Why these signs matter:
Prompt identification ensures that the CNA acts quickly, reducing the risk of brain damage or death
due to lack of oxygen.

Step-by-Step Guide for CNAs: Recognizing and
Responding to an Emergency

1. Assess the Scene for Safety

Before approaching, ensure the environment is safe for both the patient and the responder. Look for
hazards such as spills, electrical wires, or aggressive individuals.

2. Check Responsiveness

- Gently tap the patient's shoulder or sternum.
- Shout, “Are you okay?” with a firm but gentle tone.

If unresponsive:
Proceed immediately to the next steps. Do not delay.

3. Activate Emergency Response and Call for Help

- Call for emergency medical services (EMS): Dial the appropriate emergency number (e.g., 911).
- Notify the healthcare team: Inform the supervisor or designated personnel.
- Get an Automated External Defibrillator (AED) if available.

4. Check for Breathing and Pulse Simultaneously

Perform within 10 seconds:

- Breathing: Look for chest movement, listen for breath sounds, and feel for airflow near the
nose/mouth.

- Pulse: Check carotid pulse (neck) or femoral pulse (groin).

Key Point:
- If the patient is unresponsive and not breathing, and no pulse is felt within 10 seconds, immediate
CPR is indicated.



When to Begin CPR: The Crucial Decision

Understanding the Indications

CPR should be initiated immediately when the following are confirmed:
- The patient is unresponsive.

- The patient is not breathing or only gasping (agonal respirations).

- There is no pulse detected within 10 seconds.

Note:
Gasping or irregular, slow breathing does not count as normal breathing. If in doubt, start CPR.

Why Immediate Action Matters

Time is of the essence. The American Heart Association emphasizes that every minute without CPR
decreases the chance of survival by approximately 10%. Early intervention maintains vital blood flow
to the brain and heart until advanced care arrives.

Executing CPR: Step-by-Step Technique for CNAs

1. Positioning the Patient

- Carefully turn the patient onto their back, ensuring their head, neck, and body are aligned.
- Place the patient on a firm, flat surface if possible.

2. Open the Airway

- Use the head-tilt, chin-lift maneuver:
- Place one hand on the patient's forehead and gently tilt the head back.
- Use your fingers under the bony part of the chin to lift and open the airway.

3. Check for Breathing Again

- Quickly observe chest movement.
- Listen and feel for breathing for no more than 10 seconds.

4. Initiate Chest Compressions

Proper technique is vital:
- Place the heel of one hand on the center of the chest (lower half of the sternum).



- Place your other hand on top, interlacing fingers.

- Keep arms straight and shoulders directly above hands.

- Use your upper body weight to compress the chest at least 2 inches deep.

- Allow the chest to fully recoil between compressions.

- Perform at a rate of 100-120 compressions per minute (think of the beat of “Stayin’ Alive” by the
Bee Gees).

5. Provide Rescue Breaths (if Trained and Capable)

- After every 30 compressions, give 2 rescue breaths:

- Pinch the nose shut.

- Cover the patient's mouth with your mouth to create a seal.
- Blow steadily for about 1 second until the chest rises.

- Continue with cycles of 30 compressions and 2 breaths.

Note:
- If not trained or uncomfortable with rescue breaths, perform hands-only CPR—just continuous chest
compressions.

Special Considerations for CNAs

1. Use of AEDs

- As soon as an AED is available, turn it on and follow prompts.
- Attach the pads properly to the patient's bare chest.

- Ensure no one is touching the patient during shock delivery.
- Resume CPR immediately after shock.

2. Maintaining Safety and Comfort

- Protect patient dignity by covering them with a blanket or sheet.
- Minimize movement to avoid injury unless necessary for safety.

3. Documentation and Post-Resuscitation Care

- Record the incident details, CPR duration, and patient response.
- Continue monitoring the patient until advanced medical personnel arrive.



Training and Preparedness

Regular CPR training is crucial for CNAs. Courses often include hands-on practice with mannequins,
emphasizing correct technique and updates based on latest guidelines. Many facilities require
periodic recertification.

Key skills reinforced in training include:

- Recognizing cardiac arrest signs.

- Proper hand placement and compression depth.
- Effective rescue breathing techniques.

- AED operation.

Additional tips:

- Stay calm and focused.

- Keep an open airway.

- Never hesitate to act—timeliness saves lives.

Conclusion: The CNA'’s Vital Role in Emergency
Response

When a CNA discovers a patient unresponsive and not breathing, the window for effective
intervention is narrow but manageable with proper knowledge and swift action. Recognizing the signs,
understanding the urgency, and executing CPR correctly are paramount. Immediate initiation of CPR
can double or even triple the patient’s chances of survival, highlighting the importance of CNA
training, confidence, and readiness.

In essence, the critical takeaway is: If the patient is unresponsive and not breathing, begin CPR
immediately—every second counts. Your prompt response can save lives, making you a vital guardian
of patient well-being in the most crucial moments.

Remember: Regular practice, staying updated with CPR guidelines, and maintaining composure are
the best tools for CNAs to perform effectively in emergencies. Your swift action not only reflects
professionalism but also embodies the core mission of caregiving—saving lives.
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