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APPARENT LIFE THREATENING EVENT (ALTE) 
 

Background: ALTE was defined by the 1986 National Institutes of 
Heath Consensus Development Conference on Infantile Apnea and 
Home Monitoring as follows:  

"An episode that is frightening to the observer and is characterized by 
some combination of apnea (central or occasionally obstructive), color 
change (usually cyanotic or pallid but occasionally erythematous or 
plethoric), marked change in muscle tone (usually marked limpness), 
choking or gagging. In some cases, the observer fears that the infant 
has died. Previously used terminology, such as 'aborted crib death' or 
'near miss SIDS' should be abandoned as they imply a, possibly, 
misleading close association between this type of spell and SIDS." 
 
The relationship between ALTE and SIDS is controversial. The 
proposed relationship motivates health care providers to approach 
ALTE as a potentially fatal entity. Most children with ALTE have a mild 
event and are probably at no increased risk of SIDS. Of all infants who 
die from SIDS, 5-6% had a prior history of an ALTE. However, there 
seem to be stronger data linking more serious types of ALTE with an 
increased incidence of SIDS. These serious ALTE events are those that 
occur in an infant during sleep or when some form of CPR or vigorous 
stimulation is required. Infants who had more than one serious ALTE 
had a higher (28%) risk for SIDS. 

Infant apnea is one of the more common reasons that parents call 911 
for help in an ALTE and is defined by the American Academy of 
Pediatrics as "an unexplained episode of cessation of breathing for 20 
seconds or longer, or a shorter respiratory pause associated with 
bradycardia, cyanosis, pallor, and/or marked hypotonia."  

Frequently paramedics will be called to an ALTE call only to find a 
normal and healthy looking infant in no obvious distress. However, the 
parent/caregiver’s perception that “something is or was wrong” must 
be taken seriously.  
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Pathophysiology:  Physiological studies in children who have 
experienced apparent life-threatening events point to disturbances of 
the autonomic nervous system and brain stem abnormalities. These 
abnormalities usually occur as breathing dysfunctions, sleeping pattern 
disruptions, and heart rate variability. The decreased responsiveness 
in infants combined with intermittent hypoxia can be fatal in situations 
where oxygen supplies are limited, such as when an infant’s face is 
covered with a blanket or an infant is sleeping face down.  
 
 
Frequency:   

 Approximately 1-3% of all infants in the general population 
experience an ALTE.  ALTE is three times more likely in 
premature infants than in full-term infants.  

 
Mortality/Morbidity:   

 In more serious ALTE events there is a 28% chance of SIDS. The 
incidence of SIDS in the general population is 2,500 deaths in 
the US per year. 

 
Sex:   

 Males are almost twice as likely to have an ALTE as are females 
  
Age:   

 The typical infant presenting after an ALTE is aged 8-14 weeks. 
Approximately 7% of these infants were born prematurely 

 
History:  

 Sudden episode of apnea lasting 20 seconds or longer that may 
be associated with skin color changes 

 Unexplained skin color changes (blue baby) 
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Possible Causes:  

 Central apnea 

 Obstructive apnea 

 Gastroesophageal reflux  

 Cardiac arrhythmia 

 Seizure disorders 

 Hypoglycemia  

 Child abuse 

 Sepsis  

 Other severe illnesses  

 ALTE is also a common complaint for parents with Munchausen 
syndrome by proxy 
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APPARENT LIFE THREATENING EVENT (ALTE) 
  

 
All neonate and infant pediatric patients presenting with apnea lasting 
20 seconds or longer with or without associated skin sign changes 
shall be assessed and treated according to accepted medical 
standards. ALTE can be difficult to diagnose because of its transient 
nature. Reliance on the description of events by the patient’s caregiver 
is crucial. All suspected ALTE patients should be evaluated by a 
physician.  
  

Assessment: 

 ABC’s  

 Hx of any of the following: 

o Was the baby a term delivery or a premature birth? 

o Is the baby bottle or breast fed and when did the child 
last eat? 

o Known chronic diseases?  

o Evidence of seizure activity?  

o Current or recent infections?  

o Recent trauma?  

o Medication history?  

o Known gastroesophageal reflux or feeding difficulties?  

o Unusual sleeping or feeding patterns?  

o Was child awake or sleeping at time of episode?  

o What resuscitative measures were taken?  

o Severity, nature and duration of the episode? 

o Apnea?  

o Loss of consciousness?  

o Color change? 
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o Loss in muscle tone?  

o Episode of choking or gagging? 

 Consider possible causes: abuse, central apnea, obstructive apnea, 
gastroesophageal reflux, cardiac arrhythmias, seizures, abuse, 
sepsis, hypoglycemia, Munchausen syndrome by proxy, or other 
illnesses  

 Past medical history 

 Medication allergies 

 Current medications 

 History of drug use related to chief complaint (i.e., diabetic meds, 
seizure meds, etc.) 

 Focused secondary exam to include: 

o General appearance 

o Skin color, temperature, and turgor 

o Distal vs. central capillary refill 

o Responsiveness, interactivity with environment, motor 
activity 

o Evidence of trauma 

 Vital signs: 

o Infant Glasgow Coma Scale 

o Blood sugar level 

o ECG rhythm (note ST changes/ectopy) 

o Pulse oximetry 

o Breath sounds  (4 point, preferably on bare skin) 

o Pulse  

o Respirations 

o Blood pressure (auscultated) 

o Skin signs 
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• Perform a comprehensive physical assessment that includes 
general appearance, skin signs, extent of interaction with the 
environment, and evidence of current or past trauma. Note: 
Exam May Be Normal  

 
Treatment:  

• Assume the history given is accurate 

• Treat any identifiable causes as indicated 

• Transport to the closest appropriate hospital. Evaluation of all 
ALTE cases by a physician is advised 

 If parent/guardian refuses medical care/and or transport, do the 
following: 

o Advise of all possible risk, up to and including death 

o Give 911 instructions if the problem should recur 

o Advise them to contact their pediatrician ASAP 

o Have the caregiver/parent sign the AMA and have it 
witnessed 

o Consider contacting the base station for assistance. 

 Notify CPS/law enforcement for suspected child abuse/neglect  


