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Choking Prevention  
Choking is a blockage of the upper airway by food or any object that prevents someone from breathing. 
People with disabilities are at higher risk of choking than people without disabilities.  While choking is a 
medical emergency that requires immediate action, it can be prevented.   
Why are people with disabilities at risk of choking: 
• Decreased or absent airway reflexes, like those that can occur in cerebral palsy. 
• Poor or underdeveloped oral motor skills that do not permit adequate chewing or 

swallowing. 
• Gastroesophogeal reflux disorder (GERD) that can cause aspiration of refluxed 

stomach contents. 
• Epileptic seizures. 
• Inability to swallow certain fluid consistencies or food textures. 
• Impaired mobility that may leave people unable to position themselves for adequate swallowing. 
Signs of choking: 
• Wide-eyed panicked look on face. 
• Difficulty breathing or noisy breathing. 
• Inability to talk or cough forcefully. 
• Skin, lips, or nails that turn blue or dusky. 
• Loss of consciousness. 
Foods that can cause choking: 
Food that is difficult to chew or swallow because of its shape, size and texture further increases the risk 
of choking.  People with swallowing difficulties should avoid these types of food: 
• Sandwiches, which are a leading cause of choking incidents 
• Steak, hamburger and hotdogs 
• Uncooked vegetables 
• Fruits with skins on 

• Certain snack foods like popcorn, nuts and hard candy 
Common causes of choking: 
• Not chewing food well prior to swallowing. 
• Placing too much food in the mouth. 
• Swallowing inedible objects. 



Health-related information provided in this fact sheet is for informational purposes only and should not replace advice from a medical professional. The ND 
Disability Health Project is funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) through a grant (1 u59 DD000278) to the North Dakota Center 
for Persons with Disabilities at Minot State University. Opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the CDC. 
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Pay It Forward…..  
Pass it on to others who may 
find this information helpful. 

V i s i o n :  

All people in ND have 
access to information and 
services they need to 
maintain good health and 
wellness.  There are no 
health disparities between 
people with and without 
disabilities that are based 
solely on the presence of 
a disability. 

Sources: 
• American National Red Cross First Aid/CPR/AED program. 
• Safe Kids North Dakota State Coalition/http://www.safekids.org/in-your-area/coalitions/

list.html?localstate=ND&state=ND 
Additional Resources: 
• Safe Kids USA/http://www.usa.safekids.org/ 

• Liquids or food items that are not part of a prescribed diet. 
• Eating something with two or more textures, like cereal with milk. 
What to do if someone chokes: 
• Call 911. 
• A person with a partially blocked airway can still move air so the object 

can be dislodged by coughing, but monitor the person closely. 
• A person with a completely blocked airway cannot cough, speak or 

breathe.  This person needs back blows and abdominal thrusts to clear 
the airway.  To give a person in a wheelchair abdominal thrusts, stand 
behind the chair and wrap your arms around the chair and the person, 
or get the person out of the chair by sliding them to the floor and then 
wrap your arms around the person to perform abdominal thrusts. 

• Prevention: 
• Educate caregivers about mealtime safety and mealtime supervision 
• Be watchful at mealtime of individuals with concerns related to choking. 
• Follow prescribed diets. 
• Use adaptive equipment when eating. 
Choking Prevention for Children and Children with Special Needs 
Choking can happen to people of all ages, including children with special 
needs.  Food causes the majority of choking injuries in children, but young 
children also put small objects or toy parts in their mouths.  Prevention tips: 
• Test small objects using a parts tester or place through a toilet paper 

tube, if it fits through the tube then the item can 
be a potential choking risk. 

• Avoid giving children small round foods like hot 
dogs, carrots, grapes or candies without 
supervision. 

• Keep small toys and toy parts away from children who explore items by 
mouthing them. 

• Teach children to eat at the table, not when walking or playing. 
• Learn CPR. 

The ND Disability Health Project can provide technical assistance to assist with 
health promotion, staff training and education, and disability awareness.  Contact 
us at 800.233.1737 or visit our website at   
www.ndcpd.org/health  
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