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PROBLEM

Eight example varieties of the same medical protocol: Allergic Reaction / Anaphylaxis
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PROBLEM

“…the greatest harm to patients stems from 
something far more challenging to study: 
flawed decision making by EMS 
providers.”

“A patient safety culture encouraging clear 
communication where the use of tools such 
as protocol books… is viewed positively 
and may help to reduce these potential 
risks.”

Bigham, B. L., Morrison, L. J., Maher, J. , Brooks, S. C., Bull, E., Morrison, M., Burgess, R., Atack, L., & Shojania, K. (2009). Patient safety in emergency 

medical services: Advancing and aligning the culture of patient safety in EMS. Edmonton, AB: Canadian Patient Safety Institute.
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Why did they transport the patient in traumatic arrest?

As above / See below

Protocol 1 Protocol 2 Protocol 3 Protocol 4
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LITERATURE

“Develop protocols!” 

[45x]

“Develop protocols!” 

[746x]



HUMAN FACTORS
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THE DETAILS
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0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0

Determine where to take a patient

Guidance for how to care for a patient (i.e., what to do and when)

Decide what/which treatment to perform

Procedural support (how to do something; e.g., pacing, IO…

Checklist verification of processes and procedures

Review (on a call) which treatment(s) are available to you for a…

Verify whether criteria for a decision you've already made (or want…

Obtain information on rare conditions or medical devices

Verify whether a treatment is authorized or requires on-line…

Reference for special assessments

Studying to learn/ memorize

Drug dose reference

Never Rarely Sometimes Always

What do paramedics “use” their protocols for anyway?
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1. Menu of options

2. Flexibility/adaptability

3. Quick reference for drug 
dosing/ authorization 
verification

4. Memorability/minimize mental 
operations

5. Diagnostic support

6. Do not teach with the 
protocols

7. Maintain paper and electronic 
versions

8. Algorithms when appropriate

9. Eliminate procedures

10. Checklist support

11. Rare condition information

12. Pediatric section

13. Establish & specify care 
goals & priorities

14. Reduce cross-referencing

15. Support novice decision 
making without confining 
expert decision making

Misasi’s 15
Protocol Design Guidelines & Considerations

See:  Alfred et al. 2024. 

Checking all the Boxes. 

BMJ Quality & Safety

(or just call me!)



Design is like a joke…

If you have to explain it,

it’s not that good!
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THE EASY STUFF:
1. Separate pediatrics from adult protocols

2. Use good design principles:

i. Color: Desaturate (contrast ratio)

ii. Use color in a meaningful, consistent 

way (& sparingly, ≤ 7)

iii. Data:Ink (signal:noise)

iv. Minimize clutter

v. CHILL OUT WITH THE CAPS, bold, 

underlined, or ALL OF THEM

3. Don’t not use positive language!

4. San serif font for screens
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5. Minimize mental operations

Is the blood 

glucose ≤ 60 

mg/dl

Administer 25g 

Dextrose IV

Yes No

A&O x 4?
Evaluate other 

causes
Yes

Is PT 

verbal?

No

…

Yes

Forcing everything into a 

yes/no response increases 

mental operations!
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5. Minimize mental operations 

25g Dextrose IV

≤ 60 mg/dl

A&O x4

Why did you 

call?

Assess BG

> 60 mg/dl

You okay?

LOC

Verbal

Yell louder!

Painful

Poke with 

stick

Unresponsive

See what I did there?
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The harder stuff

6. Design for the display & expected use 

conditions (paper, app, electronic PDF) 

***One design does not fit all***

7. Design for the expert, scaffold the novice

✓ Flexibility

✓ Menu of options

✓ Establish goals & priorities of care

8. Design for behavior:

• Fast, skilled, automatic, procedural

• Slow, effortful, diagnostic reasoning

↳ Diagnostic support
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This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY

When is it okay to use 

an algorithm?

There’s an algorithm 

for that!

https://foto.wuestenigel.com/hammer-with-nails-on-a-white-background/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/


Calgary Black Book
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PM.911@OUTLOOK.COM
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