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Topic: Prescribing NPO for Sedation and Anesthesia 

Identify the Trigger 
Based on patient 
situation/learner 

 
Learner states, “This patient has their procedure scheduled for tomorrow morning so I will make them 
NPO after midnight and start IV fluids.” 

 
High Yield Teaching Point 
What do they need to know 
that will impact their care of 

patients? 

 

 
Patients can consume clear liquids up to 2 hours before sedation or anesthesia. Additionally, patients can 
take oral medications with small sips of water regardless of NPO status. Prolonged fasting time offers 
little benefit to patients and can lead to patient dissatisfaction as well as poor nutritional states, 
especially if the procedure is an add-on. 

Identify EBM 
Find your sources and 

specific evidence 

Practice guidelines for preoperative fasting and the use of pharmacologic agents to reduce the risk of 
pulmonary aspiration: application to healthy patients undergoing elective procedures: an updated report 
by the American Society of Anesthesiologists task force on preoperative fasting and the use of 
pharmacologic agents to reduce the risk of pulmonary aspiration. Anesthesiology. 2017;126(3):376-393. 
 

Recent studies have led to more understanding of gastric emptying and risk of aspiration. In children, 
studies have demonstrated that there is no difference in gastric volumes between clear liquid intake 2-4 
hours before procedure and fasting for more than 4 hours. In addition, risk of aspiration is low in 
emergent cases where prolonged NPO times cannot be established. Therefore, according to the American 
Society of Anesthesiologists guidelines, infants and children can ingest clear liquids for up to 2 hours 
before scheduled procedures requiring sedation or anesthesia.    

Describe Strategy 
Interactive, analogies, visuals 

  
 
 
One minute preceptor 



Keep Script Brief 
3-5 minutes; what are your 

key points 

Get a commitment: “What time do you plan to make this patient NPO for their procedure tomorrow?” 
 
Probe for evidence: “Why did you choose XX? Are there evidence-based guidelines for fasting prior to 
scheduled sedation or anesthesia?” 
 
General rules: 2-4-6-8 

 2 hours for clear (water, carbonated drink, fruit juice without pulp, carbohydrate-rich nutritional drink) 

 4 hours for breast milk 

 6 hours for infant formula or non-human milk 

 8 hours for heavy meal  

 
Feedback: Dependent on learner response— Reinforce that we should be prescribing NPO status times 
based on scheduled procedure time (i.e. if procedure scheduled at 11am, can have clears until 9 am). 
Encourage learner to know patient’s scheduled procedure time, if possible, in order to decrease their 
NPO time.  

Adapted from Lang. et al. Collaborative development of teaching scripts: an efficient faculty development approach for a busy clinical teaching unit.  J Hosp Med. 2012; Oct 
7(8): 644-8. 
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