
veterinary capnography cheat sheet
veterinary capnography cheat sheet offers a concise and practical guide for veterinary
professionals seeking to understand and apply capnography in clinical settings. This article covers
essential aspects of veterinary capnography, including its definition, clinical significance,
interpretation of capnographic waveforms, and troubleshooting tips. Emphasizing the importance of
monitoring end-tidal CO2 (EtCO2) during anesthesia and critical care, the guide also highlights
common normal and abnormal readings in various animal species. Whether for anesthesiologists,
veterinarians, or technicians, this comprehensive cheat sheet serves as an indispensable resource to
enhance patient safety and optimize respiratory monitoring. Below is an organized overview to
navigate through the key sections of veterinary capnography.
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Understanding Veterinary Capnography
Veterinary capnography is a non-invasive monitoring technique that measures the concentration or
partial pressure of carbon dioxide (CO2) in exhaled breath. It provides real-time information about a
patient’s ventilatory status, metabolic activity, and circulatory function. Primarily used during
anesthesia and intensive care, capnography helps veterinarians assess respiratory efficiency and
detect abnormalities early. The technology typically involves a sensor placed near the airway, such as
within an endotracheal tube or mask, which continuously samples exhaled gases.

Principles of Capnography
Capnography measures end-tidal CO2 (EtCO2), the maximum concentration of CO2 at the end of
expiration, reflecting alveolar ventilation and CO2 elimination. The capnogram is a waveform that
plots CO2 levels against time, providing visual feedback on respiratory patterns. This physiological
monitoring is crucial in veterinary medicine due to the diverse respiratory rates and anatomical
differences among animal species.



Types of Capnography Devices
There are two main types of capnography systems used in veterinary practice: mainstream and
sidestream. Mainstream capnographs measure CO2 directly in the airway using a sensor placed inline,
offering rapid response times. Sidestream devices aspirate a small sample of exhaled gas through
tubing to a remote sensor, which is more versatile but may have slight delays. Selection depends on
the clinical situation, patient size, and equipment availability.

Clinical Applications and Importance
Capnography plays a vital role in various veterinary clinical scenarios, particularly during anesthesia,
emergency care, and monitoring of respiratory diseases. It provides continuous assessment of
ventilation and helps detect life-threatening events promptly.

Monitoring Anesthesia
During general anesthesia, veterinary capnography assists in ensuring adequate ventilation,
preventing hypoventilation or hyperventilation, and verifying endotracheal tube placement. It enables
detection of apnea, airway obstruction, or equipment malfunction, thereby improving patient safety.

Critical Care and Emergency Medicine
In emergency settings, capnography helps assess the effectiveness of cardiopulmonary resuscitation
(CPR), monitor respiratory failure, and evaluate metabolic status. It aids in early recognition of
conditions such as shock, sepsis, or respiratory distress, guiding timely intervention.

Respiratory Disease Management
For patients with chronic respiratory diseases like bronchitis, asthma, or pulmonary edema,
capnography allows ongoing evaluation of ventilation and response to treatment. It supports decision-
making for oxygen therapy and mechanical ventilation.

Interpreting Capnographic Waveforms
Understanding the shape and phases of the capnographic waveform is essential for accurate
interpretation and clinical decision-making. The typical capnogram consists of four phases that
correspond to different parts of the respiratory cycle.

Phases of a Normal Capnogram
The capnogram waveform is divided into four phases:

Phase I (Baseline): Represents exhalation of CO2-free air from anatomical dead space; CO2



level is near zero.

Phase II (Expiratory Upstroke): Transition phase where CO2-rich alveolar gas begins to mix
with dead space air, causing a sharp rise.

Phase III (Alveolar Plateau): Represents exhalation of alveolar gas with a relatively stable
CO2 concentration; the EtCO2 is measured at the end of this phase.

Phase IV (Inspiratory Downstroke): Marks the beginning of inhalation; CO2 rapidly drops to
baseline as fresh air enters the lungs.

Common Abnormal Waveforms
Various pathological conditions alter the normal capnogram pattern, including:

Shark Fin Waveform: Indicative of airway obstruction or bronchospasm, characterized by a
sloping expiratory upstroke.

Sudden Drop in EtCO2: May indicate disconnection, apnea, or cardiac arrest.

Elevated Baseline: Suggests rebreathing of CO2 due to faulty equipment or inadequate
ventilation.

Curare Cleft: A notch in the alveolar plateau indicating spontaneous respiratory efforts during
mechanical ventilation.

Normal and Abnormal Capnography Values
Veterinary capnography cheat sheet includes reference ranges for EtCO2 values that vary between
species and clinical contexts. Recognizing normal and abnormal values supports prompt diagnosis
and management.

Typical Normal EtCO2 Ranges
In most veterinary patients, normal EtCO2 values range from 35 to 45 mmHg during anesthesia.
However, species-specific variations must be considered:

Dogs and Cats: 35–45 mmHg

Horses: 30–40 mmHg

Rabbits and Small Mammals: Slightly higher variability due to rapid respiratory rates



Interpretation of Abnormal Values
Values outside normal limits may indicate respiratory or metabolic disturbances:

Hypocapnia (Low EtCO2 < 35 mmHg): Can result from hyperventilation, pain, anxiety, or
hypothermia.

Hypercapnia (High EtCO2 > 45 mmHg): Suggests hypoventilation, airway obstruction, or
increased metabolic rate.

Absent or Zero EtCO2: Implies apnea, airway disconnection, or equipment failure.

Troubleshooting Capnography Issues
Effective troubleshooting is necessary to ensure accurate capnography monitoring and avoid
misinterpretation caused by technical problems.

Common Technical Problems
Several issues can interfere with capnograph readings:

Sensor Malfunction: Dirty or damaged sensors may cause erratic waveforms or no readings.

Leaks or Disconnections: Air leaks in the breathing circuit alter waveform shape and EtCO2
values.

Moisture and Secretions: Condensation or mucus can obstruct sampling lines in sidestream
devices.

Improper Calibration: Inaccurate calibration leads to unreliable measurements.

Steps to Resolve Common Problems
To maintain reliable capnography monitoring, follow these guidelines:

Inspect the airway circuit for leaks or disconnections.1.

Clean or replace sensors and sampling lines regularly.2.

Ensure proper calibration according to manufacturer instructions.3.

Remove excess moisture or secretions from the sampling port.4.



Verify correct placement of the endotracheal tube or mask interface.5.

Monitor patient positioning to avoid kinking or obstruction of tubing.6.

Best Practices for Veterinary Capnography
Optimizing veterinary capnography use requires adherence to best practices in equipment handling,
patient monitoring, and clinical interpretation.

Equipment Selection and Maintenance
Choose capnography devices suited to the patient size and clinical setting. Regular maintenance and
calibration are essential to ensure accuracy and longevity of the equipment.

Integration with Other Monitoring Modalities
Capnography should be used in conjunction with pulse oximetry, blood pressure monitoring, and
clinical assessment to provide comprehensive patient evaluation.

Training and Competency
Veterinary staff must receive training on capnography principles, waveform interpretation, and
troubleshooting to maximize the clinical benefits of this technology.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is veterinary capnography?
Veterinary capnography is the monitoring of the concentration or partial pressure of carbon dioxide
(CO2) in the respiratory gases of animals during anesthesia or critical care to assess ventilation
status.

Why is capnography important in veterinary medicine?
Capnography provides real-time information on an animal’s ventilatory status, helping detect
hypoventilation, apnea, airway obstruction, and equipment malfunction during anesthesia or
respiratory monitoring.

What are the normal end-tidal CO2 (EtCO2) values for dogs



and cats?
Normal EtCO2 values for dogs and cats typically range from 35 to 45 mmHg, though slight variations
can occur depending on the species and clinical condition.

What are the common waveform phases in veterinary
capnography?
The common phases include Phase I (baseline, representing inspired gas), Phase II (expiratory
upstroke), Phase III (alveolar plateau), and Phase IV (inspiratory downstroke).

How can veterinary capnography help detect airway
obstruction?
An airway obstruction can cause a prolonged expiratory upstroke (Phase II) and a slanted or ‘shark-
fin’ shaped waveform, indicating difficulty in exhalation.

What equipment is needed for veterinary capnography?
Equipment includes a capnograph or capnometer device, appropriate adapters or connectors for the
animal’s airway (endotracheal tube or mask), and sensors to measure CO2 concentration.

Can veterinary capnography be used on awake animals?
Yes, capnography can be used on awake animals, particularly in critical care settings, but it is more
commonly used during anesthesia when airway control is established.

What troubleshooting steps are recommended if the
capnography waveform is abnormal?
Check airway patency, confirm proper endotracheal tube placement, inspect equipment for leaks or
disconnections, verify sensor function, and evaluate the animal’s respiratory status.

How does capnography aid in the management of
anesthetized veterinary patients?
Capnography helps monitor ventilation adequacy, detect early respiratory compromise, guide
ventilator settings, and confirm endotracheal tube placement during anesthesia.

Are there species-specific considerations when interpreting
veterinary capnography?
Yes, different species have variable respiratory rates, tidal volumes, and normal EtCO2 ranges, so
understanding species-specific norms and physiology is important for accurate interpretation.



Additional Resources
1. Veterinary Capnography: A Practical Guide
This book offers a comprehensive overview of capnography use in veterinary medicine. It covers the
basics of respiratory physiology, the principles of capnography, and practical applications during
anesthesia and critical care. The guide includes easy-to-follow cheat sheets for quick reference during
clinical procedures.

2. Capnography in Veterinary Anesthesia and Critical Care
Focused on anesthesiology, this book details the role of capnography in monitoring ventilation and
metabolism in animals. It provides case studies, troubleshooting tips, and interpretation strategies
that are essential for veterinarians and veterinary technicians. The text serves as a valuable resource
for improving patient outcomes through enhanced respiratory monitoring.

3. Veterinary Respiratory Monitoring: Capnography Essentials
This concise manual highlights the critical importance of respiratory monitoring and the use of
capnography in veterinary practice. It includes detailed charts and cheat sheets for quick
interpretation of capnograms and alerts. The book is designed to enhance clinical decision-making
and patient safety in diverse veterinary settings.

4. Capnography Cheat Sheet for Veterinary Technicians
Specifically tailored for veterinary technicians, this book provides a straightforward, easy-to-use
capnography reference. It simplifies complex concepts and presents practical tips for monitoring
anesthetized and critically ill animals. The cheat sheet format ensures quick access to vital
information during high-pressure situations.

5. Advanced Capnography in Veterinary Medicine
This advanced text explores the latest technologies and research in veterinary capnography. It
discusses novel applications, waveform analysis, and integration with other monitoring modalities.
Designed for experienced practitioners, it deepens understanding and enhances the application of
capnography in specialized cases.

6. Emergency Veterinary Medicine: Capnography and Respiratory Monitoring
Aimed at emergency and critical care clinicians, this book emphasizes the use of capnography in
urgent situations. It offers practical guidance on rapid assessment, interpretation of readings, and
decision-making during respiratory emergencies. The included cheat sheets help streamline
workflows in fast-paced clinical environments.

7. Veterinary Anesthesia and Monitoring Cheat Sheets
This compact resource covers multiple monitoring techniques, with a dedicated section on
capnography. It provides quick-reference tables and visual aids to assist veterinarians in maintaining
optimal anesthesia care. The book is ideal for both students and practicing clinicians seeking concise,
reliable information.

8. Capnography and Respiratory Physiology in Veterinary Practice
This educational text bridges the gap between respiratory physiology and clinical capnography use. It
explains fundamental concepts alongside practical monitoring tips, helping practitioners interpret
capnographic data accurately. The book supports improved diagnostic capabilities and patient
management.

9. Fundamentals of Veterinary Capnography: A Quick Reference



Designed as a portable cheat sheet, this book distills the essentials of veterinary capnography into
accessible formats. It includes key definitions, waveform interpretations, and troubleshooting advice
for common clinical scenarios. Perfect for veterinarians and technicians, it enhances confidence and
efficiency in respiratory monitoring.
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