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Indications  

This medical procedure is used in the treatment of ventricular fibrillation (VF) or pulseless ventricular 

tachycardia (PVT) in specific scenarios. The procedure has a very low success rate, but may be used 

in those with a witnessed and monitored onset of one of the "shockable" cardiac rhythms if 

a defibrillator is not immediately available. The precordial thump should not delay cardiopulmonary 

resuscitation (CPR) and defibrillation, nor should it be used in those with unwitnessed or out-of-

hospital cardiac arrest. 

The goal of the precordial thump is to interrupt a potentially life-threatening rhythm. The thump is 

thought to produce an electrical depolarization of about 2 to 5 joules. It is effective only if used 

within seconds of the onset of ventricular fibrillation or pulseless ventricular tachycardia, and so 

should be used only when the arrest is witnessed and monitored. There is no evidence that the 

precordial thump improves recovery in unwitnessed cardiac arrest. 

While the odds of success are poor, the procedure is rapid, allowing the provider to continue with 

other resuscitation skills including CPR, medication and defibrillation as appropriate.  

 

 

 

Introduction 

The precordial thump for cardiac arrest remains controversial in the medical field. 

The rationale behind the procedure is that the thump generates a mechanical 

energy, which is converted to electrical energy which may be sufficient to achieve 

a successful cardioversion. 
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Complications: 

There have been reported cases of the precordial thump converting a perfusing rhythm into a non-

perfusing rhythm, but this is extremely rare. If the thump is delivered incorrectly, there is a risk of 

damaging the rib cage of the patient.  

Contra-indications:  

A precordial thump should not be used in patients with a recent sternotomy (e.g. for coronary artery 

grafts or valve replacement), or recent chest trauma. It should not be used in un-witnessed collapses 

that are cardiac related. 

Procedure: 

1. Confirm the presence of either ventricular fibrillation or pulseless ventricular tachycardia 

(with ECG monitoring). 

2. If a defibrillator is not immediately available and ready to use, the precordial thump is then 

indicated. 

3. Tightly clench the dominant hand into a fist and position it roughly 20cm directly above the 

patient’s sternum.  

4. Deliver a sharp, purposeful blow to the bottom half of the sternum. If this is successful, the 

patient will regain consciousness very quickly. 

5. If not successful, commence with high quality CPR and resuscitation efforts. 
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YouTube Link: 

 

1. What is PRECORDIAL THUMP? What does PRECORDIAL THUMP mean? PRECORDIAL THUMP 

meaning & explanation:  

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZTqHbf1VF3k 

2. Precordial Thump in Emergency Medicine and EMS: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Xpb20-8Jp0A 
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INSTRUCTIONS 
Read through the article and answer the multiple-choice questions provided below. There is only ONE correct answer to each question. 
 

MCQ’s 

Question 1: While informally talking about the apparent 

increase in fatal cardiac arrest cases your team had had to 

deal with in the past few months, a newly qualified 

member of your crew asks why “the precordial thump is 

not employed more often as life’s can be saved”. Having 

just completed a CPD activity on this topic, you decide to 

impart some newly acquired knowledge. Which of the 

following facts are TRUE? 

1.1 The goal of the precordial thump is to interrupt a 

potentially life-threatening rhythm. 

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.2 It is effective if used within minutes of the onset of 

ventricular fibrillation or pulseless ventricular 

tachycardia. 

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.3 It should only be used when the cardiac arrest is 

witnessed and monitored.  

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.4 The odds of success are poor. 

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.5 There are NO contraindications. 

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.6 If the precordial thump is successful, the patient will 

regain consciousness within five minutes. 

 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

         

 

 
1.7 If not successful, one should commence with high 

quality CPR and resuscitation efforts. 

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

1.8 There is no risk of damaging the patient’s rib cage.   

A. TRUE B. FALSE 

 

 

 

Video: 

 

Question 2: As explained in the YouTube video ‘What is 

PRECORDIAL THUMP? What does PRECORDIAL THUMP 

mean? PRECORDIAL THUMP meaning and explanation’, 

when should the precordial thump procedure be applied on 

a patient? 

 

A. When the patient is in cardiac arrest 

B. When there is no risk of damaging the patient’s rib 

cage 

C. When no ventricular defibrillation is immediately 

available 
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