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Although seen less frequently, pneumothorax is a true 
traumatic emergency that should be considered in any 
patient with significant trauma to the chest. The 
stakes are high, so we must be excellent at suspecting 
this diagnosis and expediting advanced care. 
 

A pneumothorax is a collection of air in the 
pleural space between the chest wall and the lung. 
Clinical features include shortness of breath, chest pain, 
tachypnea, and hypoxemia. Less frequently, crepitus 
can be felt over the chest wall, and the affected side of 
the chest may have decreased breath sounds.  

The ugliest version of a pneumothorax is called a tension pneumothorax, which is rapidly fatal and 
occurs when so much air accumulates in the chest cavity that it compresses the heart and impairs the return 
of blood. This can manifest as hypotension, tachycardia, jugular vein distension, tracheal deviation, and 
ultimately death. If this person develops a tension pneumothorax and goes into cardiac arrest, closed chest 
compressions that are done in CPR will not be effective - this is a form of obstructive shock, and that 
obstruction needs correction before blood can return to the heart.* In other words, nothing we can do as 
patrollers will be effective in this situation, so it is crucial to suspect and treat a pneumothorax before it 
progresses to a tension pneumothorax. You do not want this patient in your patrol room when this happens - 
it requires an emergent procedure (thoracostomy) by an ALS provider to relieve the pressure built up in the 
chest. Most ALS providers will be a able to attempt a temporizing measure with a large needle, but ultimately 
a physician will need to put in a chest tube. High index of suspicion and early recognition are key! 

 
 

 Have a high index of suspicion for pneumothorax in chest trauma 
 Place patient on oxygen if suspected 
 Call for ALS as soon as possible  

 
 
*Although this is true, please still start CPR on all cardiac arrest patients  
**Although the image depicts penetrating chest trauma, pneumothorax is also commonly seen in blunt chest trauma. Penetrating trauma to the 
chest and sucking chest wounds will get their own handout! 
***Blood can also accumulate in the chest and present similarly, called a hemothorax or hemopneumothorax. Treat it the same way! 
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