Chapter 3
Principles of Red flags
As a student you will be expected to identify the presence of red flags during the
clinical consultation, either during case history taking or later on when examining
the patient.
What are ‘red flags’?
These are signs or symptoms which either in their own on within the context of a
clinic presentation may signify a condition which may require urgent referral or
treatment.
Examples of red flags in isolation

Red flags within a clinical context

A. Systolic Blood pressure in excess of
180.

A. Systolic Blood pressure in excess of
140 in a patient with diabetes and with
high cholesterol.

B. Vomiting of blood.

B. Frank blood in the stools without the
presence of haemorrhoids or anal tears.

C. Persistent loss of sensation affected a
limb.

C. Intermittent loss of sensation
affecting several parts of the body and
muscle weakness.

D. Presence of more than 10 spider naevi
in the upper part of the body.

D. Several spider naevi and visible
abdominal veins (Caput Medusae).

Some red flags may indicate pathologies relating to a particular organ or system
whilst others are considered as non-system specific and can therefore implicate
a diverse range of structures and their functions. The following tables provide a
list of some of the most significant red flags. Attempt to complete these tables by
identifying potentially serious conditions for each ‘red flag’, either when seen in
isolation or within a broader clinical context.
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