
A Novel Application of the Ottawa Ankle Criteria 

Many of you have at least heard of the Ottawa Ankle Criteria. They were developed back about 1992 by 
Ian Stiell of the University of Ottawa, thus the name. The idea was to decrease unneeded ankle X-rays. 
Of the many “clinical decision rules” Ian has developed, these are the most popular and most widely 
used. I’ve heard some people say they don’t use them, but most of the docs and APs I know use them; I 
certainly do. 

The reason they’re so popular, other than that they work really well, is that twisted ankles are very, very 
common. Most of you know I’m medical director or medical advisor for a number of search and rescue 
organizations, and we find that ankle injuries are very common causes of search and rescue operations, 
as well as common injury to SAR team members. In fact, just a couple of weeks before I started typing 
this article, local fire-rescue and Allegheny Mountain Rescue Group members responded at night to an 
overdue hiker at McConnell’s Mill State Park. She had been hiking along the Slippery Rock Creek gorge 
when she twisted her ankle and was unable to continue fast enough to finish the hike by dark. We got 
her out by about 11 PM without much trouble. 

 

Slippery Rock Creek, McConnell’s Mill State Park, November 2015 

When one of our SAR team members twists an ankle, we have to decide whether we can (a) tape up the 
ankle or put it in an Aircast and have the member walk out, or even continue with the task, or (b) 
evacuate the member and get him or her to the ED for X-rays. With the Ottawa Criteria, it’s pretty easy 

 



to decide which to do. If you don’t need X-rays, you don’t need to be evacuated and transported to the 
ED.  

I made up 3”x5” pocket cards with the criteria. I gave them to the EM interns this year, and also give 
them to AMRG members.  A printable PDF is at http://www.conovers.org/ftp/; scroll down to Card-
Ankle-Print.pdf. Below are the graphics and text from the cards. I usually keep some in my big black bag, 
so if you want one, just ask me when you see me. 

 

http://www.conovers.org/ftp/

