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EMTALA





EMTALA has three main requirements: 

Conduct Medical Screening Examinations (MSE)

• Any individual who comes to the Emergency Department and requests 
examination or treatment must receive an appropriate MSE to determine 
whether an Emergency Medial Condition (EMC) exists. 

Treatment to Stabilize or Appropriate Transfer

• If an EMC exists, the hospital must provide further examination and 
treatment to stabilize the condition or carry out an appropriate transfer to 
another hospital with specialized capabilities to treat the condition. 

Accept Appropriate Transfers

• Hospitals with specialized capabilities are required to accept transfer from 
hospitals that lack the capability or capability to treat the patient. 



EMTALA is triggered when an individual comes to a dedicated emergency department (ED) and requests 

emergency care. 

An individual come to the ED when he/she: 

• Presents to ED, 

• Is outside ED but on hospital property (entire main hospital campus, including parking lot, sidewalk, and 

driveway, and any building owned by the hospital within 250 years of the hospital),

• Presents to an off-campus facility with an ED, or

• Is in a ground or air ambulance for purposes of the examination and treatment at the hospital’s ED, and 

the ambulance is either: 

• Owned and operated by the hospital, even if the ambulance is not on hospital property, or

• Neither owned or operated by the hospital, but on hospital property 

• A request is made for examination or treatment when:

• Made by the individual,

• Made on the individual’s behalf (e.g., family member, EMS personnel, etc.). Or

• The appearance or behavior of the individual would cause a prudent layperson observer to believe 

the individual needed such examination or treatment. 



The goal of an MSE Is to reasonably determine whether an individual 
has an Emergency Medical Condition (EMC), or a pregnant woman is in 
labor. 

• Triage is not equivalent to an MSE.
• The MSE is individually tailored to presenting signs, symptoms, and 

medical history of the patient, as well as the capability of the hospital. 
• On-call physicians, if needed, are part of the MSE process.
• Screening protocols must be applied uniformly to all patients 

presenting with similar symptoms. 
• MSE is ongoing process with continued monitoring until it is 

determined whether an EMC exists, and if an EMC exists, until the 
individual is stabilized or appropriately admitted or transferred. 

• The MSE may only be performed by Qualified Medical Personnel (QMP). 
QMPs are individuals determined qualified under medical staff bylaws or 
rules approved by the hospital’s governing body. 



EMTALA defines an Emergency Medical Condition (EMC) as: 
• A medical condition manifesting itself by acute symptoms of sufficient severity 

(including severe pain) such that the absence of immediate medical attention could 
reasonably be expected to result in: 
• Placing the health of the individual (or unborn child) in serious jeopardy
• Serious impairment to bodily functions
• Serious dysfunction of any bodily organ or part

• A pregnant woman experience contractions (unless physician or QMP acting within 
scope of practice certifies, after reasonable time of observation, the woman is in false 
labor).

An EMC can include psychiatric disturbances, symptoms of substance abuse, and 
intoxication. If an EMC is found not to exist, EMTALA obligations end. 
If an EMC is found to exist, the hospital must either:
• Provide further examination and treatment to stabilize the medical condition, or
• Appropriately transfer the patient to another facility that has the capability to stabilize 

the medical condition. 
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