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Introduction

In the high �stakes world of emergency medicine, the ability to rapidly assess and prioritize patients can mean the

difference between life and death. The Advanced Trauma Life Support (ATLS) program, now in its ninth edition,

provides a structured framework that guides clinicians through the critical steps of trauma care. Among its core

components, triage stands out as the first decision point—determining who needs immediate intervention, who can

wait, and who requires a different level of care altogether.

For students, residents, and seasoned practitioners alike, mastering triage scenarios is essential. These scenarios 

test not only knowledge of anatomy and physiology but also the ability to apply that knowledge under pressure. In 

this article, we dive deep into the ATLS 9th edition triage scenarios answers, offering a comprehensive review

that covers common cases, detailed solution pathways, and study strategies to help you excel in both exams and

real �world practice.

Whether you’re preparing for board certification, sharpening your bedside skills, or simply looking to reinforce your

understanding of trauma triage, the insights below will guide you through the most frequently encountered

scenarios and the evidence �based responses that align with the latest ATLS guidelines.

Overview of ATLS 9th Edition

The ATLS 9th Edition, released in 2018, incorporates the most recent evidence and clinical practice updates. Key

changes include a stronger emphasis on early hemorrhage control, updated airway management protocols, and

refined criteria for definitive care. Understanding these updates is foundational before tackling triage scenarios.

•  Early Hemorrhage Control: Focuses on rapid identification and management of bleeding sources, with a clear 

protocol for the use of tranexamic acid and tourniquets.

•  Airway Management: Updated algorithms for intubation, including the use of video laryngoscopy and the 

importance of maintaining cervical spine precautions.

•  Definitive Care Decision �Making: Refined criteria for when to transfer patients to higher �level centers versus 

providing definitive care on the scene.

•  Documentation and Communication: Emphasis on clear hand �offs and the use of structured communication 

tools like SBAR (Situation, Background, Assessment, Recommendation).

Importance of Triage in Trauma Care

Triage is the art of determining the urgency of treatment for multiple patients in a resource �constrained environment.

In an emergency department (ED) or on a battlefield, the clinician must quickly decide:

1.  Which patients require immediate life �saving interventions?

2.  Which can be safely delayed without compromising outcomes?

3.  Which require specialized resources or transfer to a higher �level facility?

Effective triage reduces mortality, optimizes resource allocation, and ensures that patients receive the care they 

need at the right time. The ATLS triage process integrates the ABCDEapproach with a systematic assessment of



vital signs, mental status, and the mechanism of injury.

Common Triage Scenarios in ATLS

Below are ten representative triage scenarios that frequently appear in ATLS examinations and real �world practice.

Each scenario includes a concise description, the key clinical findings, and the recommended triage answer based

on the 9th Edition guidelines.

Scenario 1: Hypovolemic Shock

Description:A 32 �year �old male presents with a deep laceration on his left thigh after a motor vehicle collision. He is

hypotensive (BP 80/50 mmHg), tachycardic (HR 130 bpm), and exhibits mottled extremities.

Triage Answer: Immediate hemorrhage control and rapid fluid resuscitation. The patient is classified as Category 

1 (Immediate)due to life �threatening bleeding. Apply a tourniquet proximal to the wound, initiate a massive

transfusion protocol, and prepare for emergent surgical exploration.

Scenario 2: Severe Head Injury

Description:A 45 �year �old woman is found unconscious after falling from a ladder. Glasgow Coma Scale (GCS) is

6, pupils are unequal, and there is a palpable skull fracture.

Triage Answer: Category 1 (Immediate). The patient requires rapid airway protection and definitive intracranial

pressure monitoring. Secure the airway with rapid sequence intubation, maintain cervical spine precautions, and

arrange for emergent CT imaging and neurosurgical consultation.

Scenario 3: Massive Hemorrhage

Description:A 27 �year �old male is bleeding profusely from a penetrating chest wound. He is hypotensive (BP 70/40

mmHg) and has a rapid heart rate.

Triage Answer: Category 1 (Immediate). The priority is to control bleeding and stabilize the airway. Initiate a chest

tube if pneumothorax is suspected, apply direct pressure to the wound, and consider emergent thoracotomy if

ongoing hemorrhage persists. Begin massive transfusion with balanced blood products.

Scenario 4: Chest Trauma

Description:A 60 �year �old female presents after a bicycle accident with a fractured sternum and multiple rib

fractures. She is alert (GCS 15) but has dyspnea and decreased breath sounds on the right side.

Triage Answer: Category 2 (Delayed). The patient requires supplemental oxygen, pain control, and close

monitoring for respiratory compromise. A chest X �ray is indicated to rule out pneumothorax or hemothorax. Provide

analgesia and consider a thoracostomy tube if needed.

Scenario 5: Multi �Systems Injury

Description:A 55 �year �old male is brought in after a crush injury to the abdomen and pelvis. He is hypotensive (BP

85/60 mmHg), tachycardic, and has abdominal tenderness with guarding.

Triage Answer: Category 1 (Immediate). This patient needs immediate resuscitation, rapid assessment of

abdominal bleeding, and potential exploratory laparotomy. Initiate a massive transfusion protocol and obtain an

emergent CT scan if the patient is hemodynamically stable enough.

Scenario 6: Pediatric Triage

Description:A 5 �year �old child is found with a laceration on the left arm after falling from a height of 4 feet. The child



is alert, crying, and has a normal vital sign profile.

Triage Answer: Category 3 (Urgent). The child requires wound care, pain control, and observation for potential

delayed complications. No immediate life �saving intervention is required, but a thorough assessment for occult

injuries is essential.

Scenario 7: Burn Victim

Description:A 30 �year �old female suffers a second �degree burn covering 15% of her total body surface area (TBSA)

after a kitchen accident. She has pain, erythema, and blistering but no signs of inhalation injury.

Triage Answer: Category 2 (Delayed). The patient requires pain management, wound care, and monitoring for

fluid shifts. Initiate fluid resuscitation using the Parkland formula and arrange for burn unit admission if necessary.

Scenario 8: Spinal Injury

Description:A 48 �year �old male presents after a fall from a ladder. He reports numbness in his lower extremities

and is unable to ambulate. He is alert but has a GCS of 13.

Triage Answer: Category 1 (Immediate). The priority is to maintain spinal cord protection. Apply a cervical collar,

perform a thorough neurological exam, and arrange for urgent imaging (CT or MRI) to assess for vertebral fracture

or spinal canal compromise.

Scenario 9: Amputated Limb

Description:A 22 �year �old male has a traumatic amputation of the right lower leg at the mid �tibia level. The stump is

bleeding profusely and is covered in a clean cloth.

Triage Answer: Category 1 (Immediate). The patient requires hemorrhage control, rapid resuscitation, and

definitive surgical management. Apply a tourniquet above the amputation site, provide IV access, and transport to

the operating room for revascularization or definitive amputation.

Scenario 10: Environmental Exposure

Description:A 35 �year �old male is found in a cold environment with a body temperature of 32°C. He is alert but

shivering and has a GCS of 15.

Triage Answer: Category 2 (Delayed). The patient requires active rewarming, monitoring for hypothermia �induced

coagulopathy, and evaluation for potential frostbite. Use warm blankets, warm IV fluids, and monitor core

temperature closely.

Detailed Triage Scenario Answers

Below we provide a step �by �step analysis for each scenario, including the reasoning behind the triage category and

the recommended interventions. These answers reflect the current ATLS 9th Edition principles.

1. Hypovolemic Shock – Immediate Life �Saving Measures

1.  Assess ABCs: Airway is clear, breathing is adequate but rapid, and circulation is compromised.

2.  Apply Tourniquet: Place a tourniquet proximal to the wound to control arterial bleeding.

3.  Initiate Massive Transfusion: Begin a balanced transfusion protocol (1:1:1 ratio of PRBCs, plasma, and 

platelets) to address hypovolemia and coagulopathy.

4.  Consider Tranexamic Acid: Administer 1 g IV over 10 minutes, followed by 1 g infusion over 8 hours if within 

the first 3 hours of injury.

5.  Prepare for Surgical Exploration: If bleeding persists, arrange for emergency laparotomy or thoracotomy.



2. Severe Head Injury – Airway Protection and Neurologic Monitoring

1.  Secure Airway: Perform rapid sequence intubation with cervical spine precautions.

2.  Maintain Cervical Spine Stabilization: Keep the patient immobilized until imaging is complete.

3.  Obtain CT Scan: Perform a head CT to identify intracranial hemorrhage or mass effect.

4.  Monitor ICP: Place an intracranial pressure monitor if indicated.

5.  Consult Neurosurgery: Engage neurosurgical team for potential surgical intervention.

3. Massive Hemorrhage – Rapid Resuscitation Protocol

1.  Control Bleeding: Apply direct pressure, consider a chest tube if tension pneumothorax is suspected.
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