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RISK COMMUNIQUÉ 
Logistics for the Handling of Bariatric Patients 

The National Institutes of Health defines morbidly obese patients as those with a body mass index (BMI) 

assessment of 40. Patients whose index reaches 50 and over are referred to as super-obese or bariatric
i
.  There 

are several aspects of handling morbidly obese and bariatric patients that are of serious concern to EMS 

personnel.  Without planning for the needed resources, patient lifting and handling as well as transport of these 

patients, emergency responders may put the patients, themselves and others at risk of injury. 

To assist your EMS organization prepare for handling bariatric patients, VFIS recommends that you consider the 
following best practices to reduce the risk of both patient and provider injury: 
 
Administrative Controls 

 Provide written guidelines for handling bariatric patients.  These may include: 
o Assessing a patient for weight and/or BMI. 
o Providing BMI field reference materials. 
o Understanding patient-handling equipment limitations. 
o Knowing who and when to contact for assistance. 
o Providing for patient dignity. 

 Develop guidelines for assessing risks not directly related to patient health. 
o Establish guidelines for scene assessment: 

 weight and size limitations of stairs, steps, ramps, porches & decks 
 walking surface concerns (grade, grounds, driveways and walks & interior floor finishes) 
 adequacy of door opening(s) 
 location of the patient 
 weight or BMI of the patient 
 ability to get the patient handling/lifting equipment near the patient 

o Identify and clearly communicate the maximum weight that both the patient-lifting equipment 
and ambulances can accommodate. 

o Establish an internal reporting system that can alert you to where bariatric patients are located, 
so that proper resources can be deployed when a call for service is received. 

o Develop a tracking system for bariatric call volume to determine immediate and long-term 
equipment needs.  Those EMS services who have frequent bariatric calls may want to consider 
equipping a bariatric unit or purchasing specialized equipment. 

o Identify outside agencies and resources that may be able to assist you with access, transport, 
lifting, and counseling.  Establish a relationship with these agencies and work out how they can 
assist your organization and the patient, particularly to the needs of super-obese patients. 

Field Staff 

 Equipment familiarization 
o Train frequently with patient-handling equipment to remain familiar with the: 

 availability of specialty patient-handling equipment 
 the weight limitations of patient handling equipment 
 the usage of specialty patient handling equipment
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RISK COMMUNIQUÉ 
Field Staff Continued 

 Be prepared at the scene to: 
o Assess for hazards that may inhibit moving the patient safely (plush carpet, soft ground, inclined 

surfaces, narrow hallways etc.). 
o Select and utilize the proper lifting device. 
o Know the weight you’re about to lift (ask the patient’s weight if you can and add to that the 

weight of the equipment). 
o Know your physical abilities and limitations and also those of your partner. 
o Attempt to coordinate your physical abilities with your partner’s and apply it to the situation 

accordingly. 
o Use proper lifting techniques and keep the weight you’re lifting close to your body. 
o Communicate clearly and frequently with your partner(s).  Verbalize all commands. 

 

 

                                                           
i
 National Institutes of Health; table also courtesy of NIH 


