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Choking & Airway 

Obstruction
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Choking

When food or other items cause an obstruction in the throat 
or respiratory tract which may or may not cause difficulty 
breathing, regardless of individual’s ability to clear own 
airway or their need for assistance from others.
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The Swallowing 

process
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Preventable injury-related deaths 2022 
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Stage 1 - Oral Preparatory Phase 

The oral preparatory phase or buccal phase 

• The tongue collects the food or liquid. 

• Food is chewed and mixed with saliva to form 
a soft consistency called a bolus. 

• The tongue then moves the bolus toward the 
back of the mouth. 

• Individuals with impairment of the oral phase 
may experience difficulty with creating a lip seal 
around the fork or spoon, chewing solid 
consistencies, forming chewed food into a bolus 
or moving the bolus to the back of the mouth. 
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Stage 2 - Pharyngeal Phase

• The tongue pushes the bolus of food or liquid to the back of the 
mouth. This motion triggers a swallowing response

which passes the food through the pharynx, or throat.

• During this phase, the vocal cords close to keep 

food and liquids from entering the airway. 

The larynx rises inside the neck and the epiglottis 

moves to cover it, providing even more airway 

protection.

• If the pharyngeal phase is impaired, food or liquid 

can move into the throat before the automatic swallow 

is triggered, resulting in food or liquid touching the vocal folds 

and or penetrating the vocal folds then moving into the lungs.
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Stage 3 -  Esophageal Phase

• It begins when food or liquid enters the esophagus, the tube 
that carries food and liquid to the stomach.

• This phase usually lasts about three seconds, 

depending on the texture or consistency of the 

food, but can takes lightly longer in some cases, 

such as when swallowing a pill.

• If the esophageal phase is affected, the

patient might experience heartburn,

vomiting, burping or abdominal pain.
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Image of swallowing
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Correct food path
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Incorrect food path

8/9/2024 10



>www.dpw.state.pa.us >www.dhs.pa.gov

11

https://youtu.be/bGntDrp6XYk?si=umEFo-

TwnE2Hiz6W
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Increased risk factors
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Oral health & choking
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Structural Abnormalities: High Palate
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Functional Abnormalities: Tongue Dysfunction
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Increased Risk Factors cntd
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Feeding challenges
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Increased Risk Factors cntd
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Eating Disorders & Choking
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Medications which increase risk

People who take medicines associated with swallowing problems  may be at risk 

of choking while eating or drinking.  

People taking antipsychotic medicines may be at a particular risk of muscular 

reactions that can affect swallowing: 

• in the first few days after starting the medicine 

• after an increase in the dosage of antipsychotic medicine, or 

• when they have been taking antipsychotic medicines for a long time, or 

taking combinations of antipsychotic medicines or antipsychotic medicines in 

combination with other drugs that can affect swallowing.

NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission
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Medications which increase risk cntd

NDIS Quality and Safeguards Commission
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Medications which increase risk cntd
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Eating Behaviors which increase risk 
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Foods deemed “high-risk” for choking

Corn

Grapes

Bananas

Hard nuts

Marshmallows

Peanut butter (any kind)

Chicken on the bone 

Candy with large nuts

Hotdogs served whole

Whole, hard fruits like apples or pears 

Peanut butter sandwiches on soft bread

(Sidell, et al., 2013).
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Nut Butters & Other Sticky Foods

Nut butters present a significant risk of choking, especially for individuals with 

intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD) and/or those with dysphagia.

Congenital 

syndromes 

associated w/ 

IDD 

can result in both 

anatomical and 

neurological 

precursors for 

dysphagia, 

including 

Down syndrome

Rubinstein-Taybi 

syndrome and 

Rett syndrome.

(Shashi and Fryburg, 1995; O’Neill & Richter, 2013; Smith, Teo, & Simpson, 2014; Abraham,Taragin, & Djukic, 2015).
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Muscle Strength & Coordination are essential to safety 
consume nut butters!

Nut Butter Consumption 

In a study of nine semi-solid food 

textures, peanut butter was the most 

difficult food to swallow requiring 

more muscle strength 

and tongue coordination.

• Participants reported remnants of 

food within the oral cavity and a sense 

of residue coating the oral cavity. 

• Individuals with physician ordered 

Pureed, Minced & Moist, and Soft & 

Bite Size diet modifications should 

avoid eating nut butters, as well as 

other foods seen on the avoid lists.

(Parks, Lee, Yoo, & Nam, 2020). 
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Firm, smooth, or slippery foods that slide down the throat before 

chewing, such as:

❖ Whole grapes, cherries, berries, ball-shaped melons, or cherry 

and grape tomatoes

❖ Whole pieces of canned fruit

❖ Hot dog-shaped foods, including sausages, meat sticks, or 

cheese sticks (even when cut into round slices)

❖ Peanuts and nuts

❖ Whole beans

❖ Hard or round candy, jelly beans

Textures & Shapes of food that pose a choking risk
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NEVER

✓ rush mealtimes

✓ engage in other activities during mealtimes, even if they are 
within arms length or eyesight of the individuals you are 
supporting

✓ allow individuals to eat or drink while in a moving vehicle, 
reclining or lying down

✓ assist individuals to bed if it has been less than 30 minutes 
since their last meal or drink

Non-Negotiables
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Treat every choking instance as an emergency!

If you witness someone choking, call 9-1-1 immediately. If you 
are familiar with life saving techniques, such as abdominal 

thrusts, use them to try to clear the airway. Do not attempt to 
drive a choking person to the hospital emergency room 

yourself unless the 9-1-1 operator instructs you to.

Choking is an Emergency
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