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Introduction: Making Critical Healthcare Decisions at
Home

One of the most challenging aspects of home health care involves knowing when to
contact your home health agency for guidance and support versus when to seek
immediate emergency medical care. For families in the Dallas-Fort Worth area who are
caring for loved ones at home, making these decisions correctly can be the difference
between receiving appropriate, timely care and either delaying necessary emergency
treatment or unnecessarily utilizing emergency services for situations that could be
managed more appropriately through other channels. This comprehensive guide
provides detailed information, clear decision-making frameworks, and practical tools to
help families navigate these critical healthcare decisions with confidence and accuracy.

The complexity of these decisions stems from the fact that many symptoms and
situations can range from minor concerns that can be managed at home to serious
emergencies that require immediate medical intervention. The same symptom, such as
shortness of breath, could indicate a minor respiratory irritation that can be managed
with simple interventions, or it could signal a life-threatening emergency such as a heart
attack or severe allergic reaction. Understanding how to assess the severity of
symptoms, recognize warning signs of serious conditions, and evaluate the urgency of
different situations is essential for making appropriate care decisions.

The home health care setting adds additional layers of complexity to these decisions
because families are often managing complex medical conditions without the
immediate availability of medical professionals who might be present in hospital or
clinical settings. While home health care teams provide excellent support and expertise,
they are not available around the clock in the same way that hospital staff are, and
families must often make initial assessments and decisions about the level of care
needed before professional help arrives.



The consequences of making incorrect decisions about when to seek emergency care
can be significant. Delaying emergency care when it is truly needed can result in
worsening of serious conditions, complications that might have been prevented with
earlier intervention, and potentially life-threatening situations that become more
difficult to treat as time passes. Conversely, seeking emergency care for situations that
could be managed more appropriately through other channels can result in unnecessary
stress and expense, overcrowding of emergency departments that delays care for true
emergencies, and disruption of ongoing care relationships with home health providers.

However, it's important to recognize that when there is genuine uncertainty about the
severity of a situation, it is always better to err on the side of caution and seek
emergency care rather than risk delaying necessary treatment. Emergency departments
are equipped to handle a wide range of situations, from true emergencies to less urgent
concerns, and emergency medical professionals would rather evaluate a situation that
turns out to be less serious than have someone delay seeking care for a true emergency.

This guide provides comprehensive frameworks for making these important decisions
while recognizing that every situation is unique and that individual circumstances,
medical conditions, and risk factors must be considered in each decision. The goal is to
provide families with the knowledge and confidence they need to make appropriate
decisions while maintaining open communication with their home health care team and
other healthcare providers.

Understanding Different Levels of Care

To make appropriate decisions about when to seek different types of care, it's essential
to understand the various levels of healthcare services available and the types of
situations that are most appropriately handled by each level of care.

Emergency Department Care

Emergency departments are designed to provide immediate care for life-threatening
conditions and serious injuries that require urgent medical intervention. Understanding
when emergency department care is appropriate helps ensure that these resources are
used effectively while ensuring that individuals receive the level of care they need when
they need it.

Life-threatening emergencies represent the most clear-cut situations where emergency
department care is not only appropriate but essential for survival. These situations
require immediate medical intervention and should not be delayed for any reason.



Cardiac emergencies include heart attacks, severe chest pain that could indicate heart
problems, irregular heart rhythms that cause symptoms such as severe dizziness or loss
of consciousness, and cardiac arrest. Signs of heart attack include chest pain or pressure
that may radiate to the arms, neck, or jaw, shortness of breath, nausea, sweating, and
feelings of impending doom. These symptoms require immediate emergency care, as
early treatment can significantly improve outcomes and save lives.

Stroke symptoms require immediate emergency care because treatments for stroke are
most effective when administered within the first few hours after symptom onset. Signs
of stroke include sudden weakness or numbness on one side of the body, sudden
confusion or difficulty speaking, sudden severe headache, sudden vision problems, and
sudden difficulty walking or maintaining balance. The acronym FAST (Face drooping,
Arm weakness, Speech difficulty, Time to call emergency services) can help families
remember the key signs of stroke.

Respiratory emergencies include severe difficulty breathing, choking, severe asthma
attacks that do not respond to usual treatments, and any situation where the individual
is unable to breathe adequately. Signs of severe respiratory distress include inability to
speak in full sentences due to shortness of breath, blue coloring around the lips or
fingernails, severe wheezing or gasping, and extreme anxiety related to breathing
difficulties.

Severe allergic reactions, also known as anaphylaxis, can be life-threatening and require
immediate emergency treatment. Signs of severe allergic reactions include difficulty
breathing, swelling of the face, lips, tongue, or throat, severe rash or hives that develop
rapidly, severe dizziness or fainting, and rapid pulse. These reactions can develop
quickly and can be fatal if not treated promptly with medications such as epinephrine.

Serious injuries that require emergency care include severe bleeding that cannot be
controlled with direct pressure, suspected fractures of major bones, head injuries that
result in loss of consciousness or confusion, severe burns, and any injury that affects the
individual's ability to breathe or maintain consciousness.

Poisoning or overdose situations require immediate emergency care, whether the
poisoning is accidental or intentional. Signs of poisoning may include nausea and
vomiting, confusion or altered mental status, difficulty breathing, seizures, and loss of
consciousness. If poisoning is suspected, emergency services should be contacted
immediately, and poison control should also be contacted for guidance.

Severe pain that is sudden in onset and extremely severe may indicate serious
conditions such as kidney stones, appendicitis, or other conditions that require
emergency evaluation and treatment. Pain that is described as the worst pain the
individual has ever experienced, particularly if it is accompanied by other symptoms



such as fever, nausea, or changes in consciousness, should be evaluated in an
emergency department.

Mental health emergencies include situations where individuals are at risk of harming
themselves or others, severe psychiatric symptoms that affect the individual's ability to
function safely, and any situation where there are concerns about immediate safety
related to mental health conditions.

Urgent Care Services

Urgent care services provide a middle ground between emergency department care and
routine healthcare appointments, offering same-day care for conditions that need
attention promptly but that are not life-threatening emergencies.

Acute illnesses that are not life-threatening but that need prompt attention are often
appropriate for urgent care services. These may include respiratory infections such as
bronchitis or pneumonia that cause concerning symptoms but that do not involve
severe breathing difficulties, urinary tract infections that cause significant discomfort,
gastrointestinal illnesses that cause persistent symptoms, and fever that is concerning
but not associated with other serious symptoms.

Minor injuries that require medical attention but that are not life-threatening are often
well-suited for urgent care treatment. These may include cuts that require stitches but
that do not involve severe bleeding, sprains and strains that cause significant pain or
limitation, minor fractures that do not involve major bones or joints, and burns that are
painful but not extensive or severe.

Medication-related concerns that need prompt attention but that are not immediately
life-threatening may be appropriate for urgent care evaluation. These may include side
effects that are concerning but not severe, questions about medication interactions, and
situations where medications have been lost or damaged and replacements are needed
urgently.

Exacerbations of chronic conditions that cause concerning symptoms but that do not
represent immediate emergencies may be appropriate for urgent care evaluation. These
may include diabetes-related symptoms that are concerning but not severe, blood
pressure changes that are significant but not immediately dangerous, and chronic pain
that has worsened significantly.

The advantages of urgent care services include shorter wait times than emergency
departments for non-emergency conditions, lower costs than emergency department
visits, and the ability to receive prompt care without an appointment. However, urgent



care centers have limitations in terms of the types of conditions they can treat and the
diagnostic and treatment capabilities they have available.

Home Health Agency Support

Home health agencies provide ongoing support and guidance for individuals receiving
home health services and can often address concerns and questions that arise between
scheduled visits. Understanding when to contact your home health agency helps ensure
that you receive appropriate guidance while maintaining continuity of care.

Routine questions and concerns about ongoing care are often best addressed by
contacting your home health agency rather than seeking emergency or urgent care.
These may include questions about care instructions, concerns about wound healing or
other ongoing treatments, medication questions that are not urgent, and requests for
clarification about care plans or recommendations.

Changes in condition that are concerning but not immediately dangerous should
generally be reported to your home health agency for evaluation and guidance. These
may include gradual changes in symptoms, new symptoms that develop slowly, changes
in functional abilities, and concerns about the effectiveness of current treatments.

Equipment and supply issues related to home health care are typically best addressed
by contacting your home health agency. These may include problems with medical
equipment, questions about how to use equipment or supplies, and needs for additional
supplies or equipment.

Scheduling and coordination issues related to home health services should be directed
to your home health agency. These may include needs to reschedule visits, requests for
additional services, and coordination with other healthcare providers.

After-hours support is available through most home health agencies for urgent concerns
that arise outside of regular business hours. Understanding how to access after-hours
support and what types of situations are appropriate for after-hours contact helps
ensure that you receive guidance when needed while using these services appropriately.

Primary Care Provider Services

Primary care providers play important roles in ongoing healthcare management and can
often address concerns that arise in the context of home health care. Understanding
when to contact your primary care provider helps ensure continuity of care and
appropriate management of ongoing health conditions.



Routine healthcare needs such as prescription refills, routine monitoring of chronic
conditions, preventive care services, and management of ongoing health concerns are
typically best addressed through your primary care provider rather than through
emergency or urgent care services.

Coordination of care between different healthcare providers is often best managed
through your primary care provider, who can serve as the central coordinator for your
overall healthcare needs. This may include communication between home health
providers and specialists, coordination of medications prescribed by different providers,
and overall management of complex medical conditions.

Non-urgent changes in condition that need medical evaluation but that are not
immediately concerning may be appropriate for primary care evaluation. These may
include gradual changes in symptoms, new symptoms that develop slowly, and
concerns about the effectiveness of current treatments.

Follow-up care after emergency department visits or hospitalizations is often
coordinated through your primary care provider to ensure continuity of care and
appropriate ongoing management of any conditions that were identified or treated.

Recognizing Emergency Situations

Understanding how to recognize true emergency situations is crucial for ensuring that
life-threatening conditions receive immediate attention while avoiding unnecessary
emergency department visits for less urgent concerns.

Life-Threatening Symptoms

Life-threatening symptoms require immediate emergency medical attention and should
never be delayed or managed at home. Understanding these symptoms and responding
appropriately can be life-saving.

Cardiovascular emergencies present with symptoms that may indicate heart attack,
stroke, or other serious cardiovascular conditions that require immediate treatment.

Chest pain that could indicate a heart attack may present as pressure, squeezing, or pain
in the center of the chest that lasts for more than a few minutes or that goes away and
comes back. The pain may radiate to the arms, neck, jaw, or back, and may be
accompanied by shortness of breath, nausea, sweating, or feelings of impending doom.
It's important to note that heart attack symptoms can vary, particularly in women, older
adults, and individuals with diabetes, who may experience more subtle symptoms such
as fatigue, shortness of breath, or nausea without classic chest pain.



Stroke symptoms require immediate recognition and emergency treatment because
treatments for stroke are most effective when administered quickly. The FAST acronym
helps remember key stroke symptoms: Face drooping (ask the person to smile and check
if one side of the face droops), Arm weakness (ask the person to raise both arms and
check if one arm drifts downward), Speech difficulty (ask the person to repeat a simple
phrase and check for slurred or strange speech), and Time (if any of these symptoms are
present, time is critical and emergency services should be called immediately).

Additional stroke symptoms may include sudden severe headache with no known cause,
sudden trouble seeing in one or both eyes, sudden trouble walking or loss of balance,
and sudden numbness or weakness of the face, arm, or leg, especially on one side of the
body.

Respiratory emergencies involve severe difficulty breathing or inability to breathe
adequately and require immediate emergency intervention.

Severe shortness of breath that prevents the individual from speaking in full sentences,
causes extreme anxiety, or is accompanied by blue coloring around the lips or fingernails
indicates a serious respiratory emergency. This may be caused by conditions such as
severe asthma attacks, heart failure, blood clots in the lungs, or other serious conditions
that require immediate treatment.

Choking occurs when the airway is blocked by food, objects, or other materials,
preventing adequate breathing. Signs of choking include inability to speak or cough,
difficulty breathing, blue coloring around the lips or face, and panic or distress. If
choking is suspected, the Heimlich maneuver should be performed immediately while
emergency services are called.

Severe asthma attacks that do not respond to usual rescue medications represent
medical emergencies that require immediate treatment. Signs of severe asthma attacks
include extreme difficulty breathing, inability to speak in full sentences, blue coloring
around the lips or fingernails, and severe anxiety related to breathing difficulties.

Neurological emergencies involve sudden changes in brain function that may indicate
serious conditions requiring immediate treatment.

Seizures that last longer than five minutes, seizures in individuals who do not have a
history of seizures, or multiple seizures that occur without the individual regaining
consciousness between seizures represent medical emergencies that require immediate
evaluation and treatment.

Sudden severe headache that is described as the worst headache of the individual's life
may indicate serious conditions such as brain hemorrhage or other neurological



emergencies. This is particularly concerning if the headache is accompanied by other
symptoms such as confusion, vision changes, or weakness.

Sudden confusion or altered mental status that represents a significant change from the
individual's normal mental state may indicate serious conditions such as stroke, severe
infections, medication toxicity, or other conditions that require immediate evaluation.

Loss of consciousness or fainting that is prolonged, that occurs without an obvious
cause, or that is accompanied by other concerning symptoms requires immediate
emergency evaluation.

Severe allergic reactions (anaphylaxis) can be life-threatening and require immediate
treatment with medications such as epinephrine.

Signs of severe allergic reactions include difficulty breathing or wheezing, swelling of the
face, lips, tongue, or throat, severe rash or hives that develop rapidly and cover large
areas of the body, severe dizziness or fainting, rapid or weak pulse, and severe nausea or
vomiting.

Anaphylaxis can develop rapidly and can be fatal if not treated promptly. If severe
allergic reaction is suspected, emergency services should be called immediately, and if
the individual has an epinephrine auto-injector (such as an EpiPen), it should be used
according to the instructions.

Serious Injuries and Trauma

Serious injuries require immediate emergency evaluation and treatment to prevent
complications and optimize outcomes.

Severe bleeding that cannot be controlled with direct pressure represents a medical
emergency that requires immediate attention. This may involve injuries to major blood
vessels, deep cuts that involve arteries or veins, or bleeding that continues despite
appropriate first aid measures.

Head injuries that result in loss of consciousness, confusion, persistent headache,
nausea and vomiting, or changes in behavior or mental status require immediate
emergency evaluation. Even seemingly minor head injuries can have serious
consequences, particularly in older adults or individuals taking blood-thinning
medications.

Suspected fractures of major bones such as the hip, spine, or skull require immediate
emergency care and should not be moved unnecessarily. Signs of serious fractures may
include severe pain, obvious deformity, inability to move the affected area, and
numbness or tingling in areas served by nerves near the fracture.



Spinal injuries are particularly serious and require immediate emergency care with
careful attention to preventing further injury during transport. Signs of possible spinal
injury include severe back or neck pain, numbness or tingling in the arms or legs,
weakness in the arms or legs, and loss of bladder or bowel control.

Severe burns that cover large areas of the body, that involve the face or hands, or that
are caused by chemicals or electricity require immediate emergency treatment. Signs of
serious burns include burns that are larger than the palm of the hand, burns that appear
white or charred, burns that cause severe pain or numbness, and burns that are
accompanied by difficulty breathing.

Medication-Related Emergencies

Medication-related emergencies can occur due to overdoses, severe allergic reactions, or
dangerous interactions between medications.

Suspected overdose situations require immediate emergency care, whether the
overdose is accidental or intentional. Signs of medication overdose may vary depending
on the specific medication but may include severe drowsiness or loss of consciousness,
difficulty breathing, confusion or altered mental status, seizures, and severe nausea or
vomiting.

If overdose is suspected, emergency services should be called immediately, and poison
control should also be contacted for guidance. If possible, information about what
medications were taken, how much was taken, and when it was taken should be
gathered to provide to emergency responders.

Severe allergic reactions to medications can develop rapidly and can be life-threatening.
Signs of severe medication allergies include difficulty breathing, swelling of the face or
throat, severe rash or hives, severe dizziness or fainting, and rapid pulse.

Dangerous drug interactions can cause serious symptoms that require emergency
evaluation. These may include symptoms such as severe changes in blood pressure,
irregular heart rhythms, severe confusion or altered mental status, and severe bleeding
or bruising.

Medication withdrawal symptoms can be serious for certain types of medications,
particularly those that affect the central nervous system. Sudden discontinuation of
medications such as seizure medications, certain heart medications, or medications for
anxiety or depression can cause dangerous withdrawal symptoms that require
emergency treatment.



Non-Emergency Situations That Require Prompt
Attention

Many healthcare situations require prompt attention and evaluation but do not
constitute true emergencies that require immediate emergency department care.
Understanding these situations helps ensure that appropriate care is sought through the
most suitable channels.

When to Contact Your Home Health Agency

Your home health agency can provide valuable guidance and support for many
situations that arise during home health care and should often be the first point of
contact for concerns related to ongoing care.

Changes in condition that are concerning but not immediately life-threatening should
generally be reported to your home health agency for evaluation and guidance. These
changes may indicate the need for adjustments to the care plan, additional services, or
evaluation by other healthcare providers.

Gradual worsening of symptoms that have been stable may indicate the need for
changes in treatment or additional interventions. For example, if wound healing has
been progressing well but suddenly seems to slow or stop, this change should be
reported to the home health team for evaluation.

New symptoms that develop slowly and that are not immediately dangerous should be
reported to the home health agency for assessment. These symptoms may be related to
the individual's underlying conditions, may be side effects of medications, or may
indicate new health concerns that need attention.

Changes in functional abilities such as increased difficulty with walking, transfers, or
daily activities may indicate the need for additional therapy services, equipment
modifications, or changes to the care plan. The home health team can assess these
changes and recommend appropriate interventions.

Concerns about the effectiveness of current treatments should be discussed with the
home health team, who can evaluate whether treatments are working as expected and
whether modifications might be beneficial. This may include concerns about wound
healing, pain management, or other ongoing treatments.

Medication-related questions and concerns that are not urgent can often be addressed
by the home health team, particularly if they involve medications that are part of the



home health care plan. This may include questions about side effects, concerns about
medication effectiveness, or questions about medication administration techniques.

Equipment and supply issues related to home health care should be directed to the
home health agency, which can provide guidance about proper use of equipment,
troubleshoot problems, and arrange for repairs or replacements when needed.

Care coordination questions involving communication between different healthcare
providers, scheduling of services, or questions about the overall care plan are typically
best addressed by the home health agency, which can serve as a central coordinator for
care.

Family and caregiver concerns about providing care, questions about care techniques, or
requests for additional training or support should be discussed with the home health
team, which can provide education and support to help families provide safe and
effective care.

Urgent Care Appropriate Situations

Urgent care services are appropriate for conditions that need prompt medical attention
but that are not life-threatening emergencies. Understanding when urgent care is the
most appropriate option helps ensure that these services are used effectively.

Acute illnesses that cause significant symptoms but that are not immediately life-
threatening are often well-suited for urgent care evaluation. These may include
respiratory infections that cause persistent cough, fever, or difficulty breathing that is
concerning but not severe, urinary tract infections that cause significant discomfort,
gastrointestinal illnesses that cause persistent nausea, vomiting, or diarrhea, and skin
infections that are spreading or not responding to home treatment.

Fever that is concerning but not associated with other serious symptoms may be
appropriate for urgent care evaluation. This is particularly true for fever in older adults
or individuals with compromised immune systems, who may be at higher risk for serious
complications from infections.

Minor injuries that require medical attention but that are not immediately life-
threatening are often appropriate for urgent care treatment. These may include cuts that
may require stitches but that do not involve severe bleeding, sprains or strains that
cause significant pain or limitation of movement, minor burns that are painful but not
extensive, and suspected minor fractures that do not involve major bones or joints.

Medication-related concerns that need prompt attention but that are not immediately
dangerous may be appropriate for urgent care evaluation. These may include side



effects that are bothersome or concerning but not severe, questions about medication
interactions that need prompt clarification, and situations where medications have been
lost or damaged and urgent replacement is needed.

Exacerbations of chronic conditions that cause concerning symptoms but that do not
represent immediate emergencies may be appropriate for urgent care evaluation. These
may include diabetes-related symptoms such as persistent high blood sugar levels that
are not responding to usual treatments, blood pressure changes that are significant but
not immediately dangerous, and chronic pain conditions that have worsened
significantly.

Eye and ear problems that cause significant discomfort or concern but that do not
involve severe pain or vision loss may be appropriate for urgent care evaluation. These
may include eye infections, ear infections, or foreign objects in the eye or ear that are not
causing severe symptoms.

Allergic reactions that are concerning but not severe may be appropriate for urgent care
evaluation. These may include skin rashes that are spreading or not responding to home
treatment, mild to moderate allergic reactions that cause discomfort but not breathing
difficulties, and reactions to new medications that are concerning but not severe.

Primary Care Follow-Up Situations

Many situations that arise during home health care are most appropriately addressed
through follow-up with primary care providers, who can provide ongoing management
and coordination of care.

Routine monitoring of chronic conditions such as diabetes, hypertension, heart disease,
and other ongoing health problems is typically best managed through regular follow-up
with primary care providers. This includes routine laboratory monitoring, medication
adjustments, and ongoing assessment of disease management.

Medication management issues that are not urgent, such as routine prescription refills,
questions about long-term medication use, and coordination of medications prescribed
by different providers, are typically best addressed through primary care providers.

Preventive care services such as routine physical examinations, vaccinations, cancer
screenings, and other preventive health measures are typically provided through
primary care providers and should be maintained even during periods of home health
care.

Coordination of care between different healthcare providers is often best managed
through primary care providers, who can serve as central coordinators for overall



healthcare needs. This includes communication between home health providers and
specialists, coordination of treatment plans, and overall management of complex
medical conditions.

Non-urgent new symptoms or health concerns that develop gradually and that are not
immediately concerning may be appropriate for evaluation by primary care providers.
This allows for comprehensive evaluation in the context of the individual's overall health
status and medical history.

Follow-up care after emergency department visits or hospitalizations is often
coordinated through primary care providers to ensure continuity of care and
appropriate ongoing management of any conditions that were identified or treated.

Health maintenance and optimization issues such as nutrition counseling, exercise
recommendations, and lifestyle modifications are typically best addressed through
primary care providers who can provide comprehensive guidance in the context of the
individual's overall health status.

Decision-Making Frameworks and Tools

Having clear frameworks and tools for making decisions about when to seek different
levels of care can help families make appropriate choices quickly and confidently, even
in stressful situations.

Symptom Assessment Guidelines

Systematic approaches to assessing symptoms help ensure that important information
is gathered and that the severity of situations is evaluated accurately.

The ABCDE approach provides a systematic framework for assessing emergency
situations and prioritizing interventions based on the most life-threatening concerns.

Airway assessment involves determining whether the individual's airway is open and
clear. Signs of airway problems include inability to speak, severe difficulty breathing,
choking sounds, and blue coloring around the lips or face. Airway problems represent
the most immediate threat to life and require immediate emergency intervention.

Breathing assessment involves evaluating whether the individual is breathing
adequately. Signs of breathing problems include severe shortness of breath, inability to
speak in full sentences due to breathing difficulties, blue coloring around the lips or
fingernails, and extreme anxiety related to breathing.



Circulation assessment involves evaluating the individual's pulse and blood circulation.
Signs of circulation problems include weak or rapid pulse, severe bleeding, pale or blue
skin coloring, and severe dizziness or fainting.

Disability assessment involves evaluating the individual's neurological function and
level of consciousness. Signs of neurological problems include confusion, altered mental
status, weakness or numbness, and loss of consciousness.

Exposure assessment involves looking for other injuries or problems that may not be
immediately obvious. This includes checking for bleeding, signs of trauma, and other
conditions that may require attention.

The severity assessment framework helps evaluate whether symptoms represent mild,
moderate, or severe conditions that require different levels of care.

Mild symptoms are those that cause discomfort or concern but that do not significantly
affect the individual's ability to function or that do not suggest serious underlying
conditions. These symptoms may be appropriate for home management with guidance
from healthcare providers or for routine follow-up care.

Moderate symptoms are those that cause significant discomfort or concern and that may
affect the individual's ability to function normally but that do not suggest immediate
life-threatening conditions. These symptoms may be appropriate for urgent care
evaluation or for prompt contact with home health providers or primary care providers.

Severe symptoms are those that cause extreme discomfort, that significantly affect the
individual's ability to function, or that suggest serious underlying conditions that may be
life-threatening. These symptoms require immediate emergency evaluation and
treatment.

The timing assessment framework helps evaluate how quickly different symptoms
developed and how this timing affects the urgency of the situation.

Sudden onset symptoms that develop rapidly over minutes or hours are often more
concerning than symptoms that develop gradually over days or weeks. Sudden onset
symptoms may indicate acute conditions such as heart attack, stroke, or severe allergic
reactions that require immediate attention.

Gradual onset symptoms that develop slowly over days or weeks may indicate chronic
conditions or slowly developing problems that require evaluation but that may not
constitute immediate emergencies.



Progressive symptoms that are gradually worsening over time may indicate conditions
that require prompt attention to prevent further deterioration, even if they are not
immediately life-threatening.

Intermittent symptoms that come and go may require evaluation to determine their
cause and significance, but they may not require immediate emergency care unless they
are severe when they occur.

Red Flag Warning Signs

Understanding specific warning signs that indicate serious conditions requiring
immediate emergency care helps ensure that life-threatening situations are recognized
and treated promptly.

Cardiovascular red flags include symptoms that may indicate heart attack, stroke, or
other serious cardiovascular emergencies.

Chest pain that is severe, that lasts longer than a few minutes, that is accompanied by
shortness of breath, nausea, or sweating, or that radiates to the arms, neck, or jaw
should be treated as a potential heart attack and requires immediate emergency care.

Sudden severe headache that is described as the worst headache of the individual's life,
particularly if it is accompanied by confusion, vision changes, or weakness, may indicate
stroke or other serious neurological conditions and requires immediate emergency
evaluation.

Sudden weakness or numbness on one side of the body, sudden difficulty speaking or
understanding speech, sudden vision problems, or sudden difficulty walking may
indicate stroke and requires immediate emergency care.

Severe dizziness or fainting that is sudden in onset, that is accompanied by chest pain or
shortness of breath, or that occurs without an obvious cause may indicate serious
cardiovascular problems and requires emergency evaluation.

Respiratory red flags include symptoms that may indicate serious breathing problems
requiring immediate intervention.

Severe shortness of breath that prevents the individual from speaking in full sentences,
that causes extreme anxiety, or that is accompanied by blue coloring around the lips or
fingernails indicates a serious respiratory emergency requiring immediate care.

Choking or inability to breathe requires immediate intervention with the Heimlich
maneuver and emergency medical care.



Severe asthma attacks that do not respond to usual rescue medications, that cause
extreme difficulty breathing, or that cause blue coloring around the lips require
immediate emergency treatment.

Neurological red flags include symptoms that may indicate serious brain or nervous
system problems.

Seizures that last longer than five minutes, seizures in individuals who do not have a
history of seizures, or multiple seizures without regaining consciousness between them
require immediate emergency care.

Sudden confusion or altered mental status that represents a significant change from the
individual's normal mental state may indicate serious conditions and requires prompt
evaluation.

Loss of consciousness that is prolonged, that occurs without an obvious cause, or that is
accompanied by other concerning symptoms requires immediate emergency evaluation.

Sudden severe headache, particularly if it is accompanied by other neurological
symptoms, may indicate serious conditions such as brain hemorrhage and requires
immediate evaluation.

Infection red flags include symptoms that may indicate serious infections requiring
immediate treatment.

High fever, particularly in older adults or individuals with compromised immune
systems, may indicate serious infections requiring prompt treatment.

Signs of sepsis, which is a life-threatening response to infection, include high fever or
very low body temperature, rapid heart rate, rapid breathing, confusion, and severe
illness. Sepsis requires immediate emergency treatment.

Severe pain that is sudden in onset and extremely severe may indicate serious
conditions requiring immediate evaluation.

Allergic reaction red flags include symptoms that may indicate severe allergic reactions
requiring immediate treatment.

Difficulty breathing, swelling of the face or throat, severe rash or hives that develop
rapidly, severe dizziness or fainting, and rapid pulse may indicate anaphylaxis, which is a
life-threatening allergic reaction requiring immediate emergency treatment with
epinephrine.



Communication Scripts and Templates

Having prepared scripts and templates for communicating with healthcare providers
helps ensure that important information is conveyed clearly and efficiently, particularly
in stressful situations.

Emergency services communication should be clear, concise, and focused on providing
essential information quickly.

When calling 911, be prepared to provide the following information: the nature of the
emergency, the individual's current condition and symptoms, the location where help is
needed including specific address and any special instructions for finding the location,
any relevant medical history such as current medical conditions and medications, and
any first aid or interventions that have been provided.

Stay on the line until the emergency operator tells you it is okay to hang up, as they may
need additional information or may want to provide instructions for care while waiting
for help to arrive.

Speak clearly and calmly, even though the situation may be stressful, and be prepared to
answer questions about the situation and the individual's condition.

Home health agency communication should provide comprehensive information about
the situation while clearly indicating the level of urgency.

When contacting your home health agency, be prepared to provide the following
information: the individual's name and identifying information, a clear description of the
current concern or problem, when the problem started and how it has progressed, any
relevant symptoms or changes in condition, any actions that have been taken to address
the problem, and any questions or concerns you have about the situation.

Indicate clearly whether you believe the situation is urgent and needs immediate
attention or whether it can be addressed during regular business hours.

Be prepared to follow instructions that may be provided by the home health team and to
provide additional information if requested.

Primary care provider communication should provide comprehensive information about
ongoing concerns while indicating the appropriate level of urgency for follow-up.

When contacting your primary care provider, be prepared to provide the following
information: the individual's name and identifying information, a clear description of the
concern or problem, how long the problem has been present and how it has changed



over time, any relevant symptoms or changes in condition, current medications and any
recent changes, and any questions or concerns about ongoing care.

Indicate whether you believe the situation needs urgent attention or whether it can be
addressed through routine scheduling.

Be prepared to provide additional information about the individual's medical history
and current treatments if requested.

Urgent care communication should provide focused information about the current
problem while indicating why urgent care is the appropriate level of care.

When contacting urgent care services, be prepared to provide the following information:
the individual's name and identifying information, a clear description of the current
problem, when the problem started and how it has progressed, any relevant symptoms,
current medications and allergies, and any previous treatments that have been tried.

Be prepared to explain why you believe urgent care is appropriate rather than
emergency care or routine primary care.

Documentation templates can help ensure that important information is recorded
accurately and can be referenced later if needed.

Symptom tracking templates should include date and time, description of symptoms,
severity of symptoms, any triggers or associated factors, any treatments or interventions
tried, and response to treatments.

Communication logs should include date and time of contact, who was contacted,
reason for contact, information provided, instructions or recommendations received,
and any follow-up actions planned.

Medication tracking templates should include medication name and dose, time taken,
any side effects or reactions, effectiveness of the medication, and any questions or
concerns about the medication.

Special Considerations for High-Risk Patients

Certain individuals may be at higher risk for serious complications and may require
different approaches to decision-making about when to seek emergency care versus
other levels of care.



Chronic Disease Management

Individuals with chronic diseases may have different risk profiles and may require
modified approaches to emergency care decision-making based on their underlying
conditions and treatments.

Diabetes management requires special attention to blood sugar levels and the potential
for serious complications related to both high and low blood sugar.

Severe hypoglycemia (low blood sugar) can be life-threatening and requires immediate
treatment. Signs of severe hypoglycemia include confusion, loss of consciousness,
seizures, and inability to swallow. If the individual is conscious and able to swallow,
glucose tablets or other fast-acting carbohydrates should be given immediately. If the
individual is unconscious or unable to swallow, emergency services should be called
immediately.

Diabetic ketoacidosis is a serious complication of diabetes that requires immediate
emergency treatment. Signs include very high blood sugar levels, nausea and vomiting,
abdominal pain, fruity-smelling breath, and confusion. This condition can be life-
threatening and requires immediate emergency care.

Severe hyperglycemia (high blood sugar) that does not respond to usual treatments or
that is accompanied by symptoms such as severe dehydration, confusion, or difficulty
breathing requires emergency evaluation.

Heart disease management requires special attention to symptoms that may indicate
worsening heart conditions or acute cardiac events.

Chest pain in individuals with known heart disease should be taken seriously and may
require emergency evaluation, particularly if the pain is different from the individual's
usual symptoms or if it is accompanied by other concerning symptoms.

Shortness of breath that is new or that is significantly worse than usual may indicate
worsening heart failure or other cardiac complications and may require urgent
evaluation.

Swelling in the legs, ankles, or abdomen that develops rapidly or that is significantly
worse than usual may indicate worsening heart failure and should be evaluated
promptly.

Irregular heart rhythms that cause symptoms such as dizziness, fainting, or severe
palpitations may require emergency evaluation, particularly in individuals with known
heart rhythm disorders.



Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) management requires attention to
breathing difficulties and the potential for serious respiratory complications.

Severe shortness of breath that is significantly worse than the individual's usual
symptoms may indicate a COPD exacerbation that requires urgent treatment.

Changes in sputum color or consistency, particularly if the sputum becomes yellow,
green, or bloody, may indicate respiratory infections that require prompt treatment.

Fever in individuals with COPD may indicate respiratory infections that can cause serious
complications and may require urgent evaluation and treatment.

Confusion or changes in mental status in individuals with COPD may indicate serious
complications such as low oxygen levels or high carbon dioxide levels that require
immediate evaluation.

Kidney disease management requires attention to symptoms that may indicate
worsening kidney function or complications related to kidney disease.

Changes in urine output, particularly significant decreases in urination or complete
absence of urination, may indicate serious kidney problems requiring immediate
evaluation.

Severe swelling, particularly if it develops rapidly or affects the face or hands, may
indicate serious kidney problems or complications.

Severe nausea and vomiting that prevents the individual from taking medications or
maintaining adequate nutrition may require urgent evaluation and treatment.

Confusion or changes in mental status may indicate serious complications of kidney
disease such as electrolyte imbalances that require immediate treatment.

Age-Related Considerations

Older adults may have different presentations of serious conditions and may require
modified approaches to emergency care decision-making.

Atypical symptom presentations in older adults mean that serious conditions may not
present with classic symptoms, making it more difficult to recognize emergencies.

Heart attacks in older adults may present with symptoms such as fatigue, shortness of
breath, or nausea rather than classic chest pain. Any concerning symptoms in older
adults with risk factors for heart disease should be evaluated promptly.



Infections in older adults may not cause fever and may present with symptoms such as
confusion, falls, or general decline in function rather than classic signs of infection.

Medication effects may be more pronounced in older adults, and side effects that might
be minor in younger individuals may cause serious complications in older adults.

Falls and injury risks are higher in older adults, and even minor falls may result in serious
injuries such as fractures or head injuries that require emergency evaluation.

Dehydration and electrolyte imbalances can develop more quickly in older adults and
can cause serious complications such as confusion, falls, and kidney problems.

Cognitive impairment considerations affect how older adults may report symptoms and
may affect their ability to recognize serious conditions.

Individuals with dementia or other cognitive impairments may not be able to report
symptoms accurately or may not recognize when they are experiencing serious
problems.

Changes in behavior or function in individuals with cognitive impairment may be the
only signs of serious medical problems and should be evaluated promptly.

Family members and caregivers may need to be more vigilant in monitoring for signs of
serious conditions in individuals with cognitive impairment.

Medication-Related Risk Factors

Individuals taking certain medications may be at higher risk for serious complications
and may require modified approaches to emergency care decision-making.

Blood-thinning medications increase the risk of serious bleeding complications, and any
signs of bleeding should be evaluated more urgently than they might be in individuals
not taking these medications.

Signs of serious bleeding include severe or persistent bleeding that cannot be controlled
with direct pressure, bleeding into the brain which may cause symptoms such as severe
headache, confusion, or weakness, and internal bleeding which may cause symptoms
such as severe abdominal pain, black or bloody stools, or severe weakness.

Even minor injuries in individuals taking blood-thinning medications may result in
serious bleeding complications and may require medical evaluation.

Immunosuppressive medications increase the risk of serious infections, and any signs of
infection should be evaluated more urgently than they might be in individuals with
normal immune systems.



Fever in individuals taking immunosuppressive medications may indicate serious
infections that require immediate treatment.

Even minor infections in individuals taking immunosuppressive medications may
progress rapidly and may require urgent treatment.

Diabetes medications, particularly insulin, increase the risk of serious low blood sugar
reactions that can be life-threatening.

Signs of severe hypoglycemia include confusion, loss of consciousness, seizures, and
inability to swallow, and require immediate treatment.

Individuals taking diabetes medications should have glucose tablets or other fast-acting
carbohydrates readily available and should know how to use them.

Heart medications may cause serious side effects or complications, particularly if
dosages are incorrect or if the medications interact with other drugs.

Signs of medication toxicity from heart medications may include severe changes in heart
rhythm, severe dizziness or fainting, and severe changes in blood pressure.

Any concerning symptoms in individuals taking heart medications should be evaluated
promptly, as these medications can have serious effects if not managed properly.

Creating Emergency Action Plans

Having well-developed emergency action plans helps ensure that families are prepared
to respond appropriately to different types of emergency situations and that important
information is readily available when needed.

Emergency Contact Information

Comprehensive emergency contact information should be easily accessible and should
include all the contacts that might be needed in different types of emergency situations.

Primary emergency contacts should include individuals who are likely to be available
and who are familiar with the individual's medical conditions and care needs.

Family members who live nearby and who are familiar with the individual's medical
conditions should be included as primary emergency contacts. These contacts should
have keys to the home if possible and should be informed about their role as emergency
contacts.



Close friends or neighbors who are available and willing to help in emergency situations
can serve as valuable emergency contacts, particularly if family members are not
immediately available.

Healthcare provider contacts should include all the healthcare providers who are
involved in the individual's care and should include both regular business hours contact
information and after-hours or emergency contact procedures.

Primary care provider contact information should include the main office number, after-
hours contact procedures, and any specific instructions for contacting the provider in
emergency situations.

Home health agency contact information should include the main office number, after-
hours contact procedures, and the direct contact information for the primary nurse or
case manager if available.

Specialist contact information should include contact information for any specialists
who are involved in the individual's care, particularly those who manage chronic
conditions or who have provided recent care.

Pharmacy contact information should include the main pharmacy where medications
are filled, including after-hours contact procedures if available.

Emergency services information should include local emergency numbers and any
specific information that might be relevant to the individual's location or circumstances.

Local emergency services numbers should be prominently displayed and should include
911 for emergency services, poison control center numbers, and any local emergency
services that might be relevant.

Hospital information should include the preferred hospital for emergency care,
directions to the hospital, and any specific information about the individual's
preferences or medical conditions that might affect hospital care.

Emergency transportation information should include contact information for
ambulance services, medical transport services, and any other transportation options
that might be needed in emergency situations.

Medical Information Summary

A comprehensive medical information summary should be readily available to provide
essential information to emergency responders and healthcare providers.



Current medical conditions should be clearly listed and should include all ongoing
health problems, recent hospitalizations or medical procedures, and any conditions that
might affect emergency treatment.

Chronic conditions such as diabetes, heart disease, kidney disease, and other ongoing
health problems should be clearly documented along with information about how well
they are controlled and what treatments are being used.

Recent medical events such as hospitalizations, surgeries, or significant changes in
medical conditions should be documented along with dates and relevant details.

Allergies and adverse reactions should be clearly documented and should include all
known allergies to medications, foods, environmental allergens, and any other
substances that have caused reactions.

Medication allergies should include the name of the medication, the type of reaction
that occurred, and the severity of the reaction. This information is crucial for emergency
responders who may need to administer medications.

Food allergies should be documented, particularly those that have caused severe
reactions, as some medications and medical treatments may contain ingredients that
could trigger allergic reactions.

Environmental allergies that have caused severe reactions should be documented, as
emergency treatment environments may contain allergens that could cause problems.

Current medications should be comprehensively listed and should include all
prescription medications, over-the-counter medications, vitamins, supplements, and
herbal remedies.

Prescription medications should be listed with the medication name, strength, dosage,
frequency, and prescribing physician. This information helps emergency responders
understand what medications the individual is taking and how they might interact with
emergency treatments.

Over-the-counter medications, vitamins, and supplements should also be listed, as
these can interact with emergency medications and can provide important information
about the individual's health status.

Recent medication changes should be noted, as these may be relevant to current
symptoms or emergency situations.

Emergency medical preferences should be documented and should include any specific
preferences about emergency treatment, preferred hospitals, and any advance
directives or legal documents that affect medical decision-making.



Preferred hospital information should include the name and location of the preferred
hospital for emergency care and any specific reasons for this preference such as where
the individual's physicians have privileges.

Advance directives such as living wills, healthcare power of attorney documents, and do-
not-resuscitate orders should be clearly documented and should be easily accessible to
emergency responders.

Emergency contact preferences should specify who should be contacted in emergency
situations and in what order, and should include any specific instructions about family
notification.

Communication Plans

Clear communication plans help ensure that important information is shared
appropriately during emergency situations and that all relevant parties are informed
about the individual's condition and care.

Family notification procedures should specify who should be contacted in different types
of emergency situations and should include contact information and any specific
instructions about how and when to make contact.

Primary family contacts should be notified immediately in serious emergency situations,
and the communication plan should specify who is responsible for making these
contacts and what information should be shared.

Extended family and friends may need to be notified in certain situations, and the
communication plan should specify who should be contacted and who is responsible for
making these contacts.

Healthcare provider notification should ensure that relevant healthcare providers are
informed about emergency situations so that they can provide appropriate guidance
and coordinate ongoing care.

Primary care providers should be notified about emergency situations, particularly if the
individual is hospitalized or if emergency treatment might affect ongoing care plans.

Home health agencies should be notified about emergency situations so that they can
adjust care plans as needed and can coordinate with hospital staff if the individual is
hospitalized.

Specialists who are involved in the individual's care should be notified if emergency
situations are related to their areas of expertise or if emergency treatment might affect
their ongoing treatment plans.



Information sharing protocols should specify what information should be shared with
different parties and should ensure that privacy requirements are respected while
ensuring that necessary information is communicated.

Medical information that should be shared with emergency responders and healthcare
providers includes current medical conditions, medications, allergies, and any relevant
medical history.

Family information sharing should respect the individual's privacy preferences while
ensuring that family members have the information they need to provide appropriate
support.

Documentation requirements should ensure that important information about
emergency situations is recorded appropriately for future reference and for coordination
of ongoing care.

Emergency situation documentation should include what happened, what symptoms
were present, what actions were taken, who was contacted, and what instructions or
recommendations were received.

Hospital communication should include information about what treatments were
provided, what diagnoses were made, what follow-up care is recommended, and any
changes to medications or care plans.

Follow-up communication should ensure that all relevant parties are informed about the
outcomes of emergency situations and any changes to ongoing care plans.

Conclusion: Empowering Confident Healthcare
Decision-Making

Making appropriate decisions about when to seek emergency care versus other levels of
healthcare support is one of the most important skills that families can develop when
caring for loved ones at home. The frameworks, guidelines, and tools provided in this
guide offer a comprehensive foundation for making these critical decisions with
confidence and accuracy, while recognizing that every situation is unique and that
individual circumstances must always be considered.

The key to successful decision-making lies in understanding the different levels of care
available, recognizing the signs and symptoms that indicate different levels of urgency,
and having clear plans and resources available for responding to different types of
situations. This knowledge, combined with good communication with healthcare



providers and well-developed emergency plans, provides families with the tools they
need to navigate healthcare decisions effectively.

It's important to remember that when there is genuine uncertainty about the severity of
a situation, it is always better to err on the side of caution and seek emergency care
rather than risk delaying necessary treatment. Emergency departments are equipped to
handle a wide range of situations, and emergency medical professionals would rather
evaluate a situation that turns out to be less serious than have someone delay seeking
care for a true emergency.

The relationship with your home health care team is a valuable resource for guidance
and support in making these decisions. Home health professionals have extensive
experience in recognizing different types of medical situations and can provide valuable
guidance about when different levels of care are appropriate. Maintaining open
communication with your home health team and using their expertise can significantly
improve your ability to make appropriate care decisions.

Preparation and planning are essential components of effective emergency decision-
making. Having emergency contact information readily available, maintaining current
medical information summaries, and having clear communication plans helps ensure
that emergency situations can be handled efficiently and effectively. Regular review and
updating of these plans ensures that they remain current and useful.

Education and ongoing learning about your loved one's medical conditions,
medications, and care needs helps improve your ability to recognize changes and make
appropriate decisions about care. Understanding the specific risks and warning signs
associated with your loved one's conditions helps you respond appropriately when
concerning situations arise.

For families in the Dallas-Fort Worth area who are caring for loved ones at home, Bliss
Home Healthcare Inc provides comprehensive support and guidance for navigating
healthcare decisions and emergency situations. Our experienced team understands the
challenges of making these important decisions and can provide personalized guidance
that addresses your family's specific needs and circumstances.

Contact us today for a free consultation to learn more about our emergency support
services and how we can help your family develop effective strategies for making
healthcare decisions with confidence. Our commitment to excellence in care and
support ensures that you have the resources and guidance you need to provide the best
possible care for your loved one while maintaining peace of mind about emergency
situations.



This guide was developed by Bliss Home Healthcare Inc to help Dallas-Fort Worth
families make informed decisions about when to seek different levels of healthcare
support. For personalized guidance about emergency decision-making and healthcare
navigation, please contact our team of home health care specialists.
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