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• “Every victim of a crime has 
some sort of evidence on 
them. That's why staff is 
trained to recognize and 
preserve the evidence.”

• "It's critical for the doctors 
and nurses that take care of 
these patients to recognize 
and preserve that 
evidence.”
▫ http://www.emsworld.com/news/10

339226/new-hospital-protocol-
helps-protect-evidence

http://www.emsworld.com/news/10339226/new-hospital-protocol-helps-protect-evidence
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Identifying the Signs and Symptoms 
of Strangulation Assaults
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Louisville Team
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Definition

•Strangulation is a form of 
asphyxia characterized by 
closure of the blood vessels 
and/or air passages of the 
neck as a result of external 
pressure on the neck
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Strangulation is not “choking”
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Suffocation
• Obstructing oxygen from getting 

into the lungs
• Sealing off the mouth and nose by 

manual compression
• Duct tape over face
• Head inside plastic bag
• Pillow over mouth and nose
• Sitting on chest



www.allianceforhope.com CREATING PATHWAYS TO HOPE

Key Terms

• Asphyxia (as-phyx-i-a):
▫ A condition arising when the body is deprived of 

oxygen causing unconsciousness or death; 
suffocation.

• Anoxia (a-nak-se-a):  
▫ Absence of oxygen supply to tissue (carotid 

compression in strangulation-no blood flow)
• Hypoxia (hy-pox-i-a):
▫ Deficiency in the amount of oxygen reaching the 

tissue (drowning-blood flow with decreasing oxygen 
levels)
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Vessel Occlusion
• Carotid artery occlusion
▫ Anterior neck
▫ 11 pounds of pressure for 

10 seconds

• Jugular vein occlusion
▫ Lateral neck 
▫ 4.4 pounds of pressure for 

10 seconds

UNCONSCIOUSNESS
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Tracheal Occlusion

▫ Usually minor (if any) 
role in causing death 
(as opposed to fracture 
of the trachea)

▫ 33 pounds of pressure 
to completely occlude

▫ At least 33 pounds of 
pressure or more to 
fracture tracheal 
cartilage
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Since January 2006, when this woman’s son (Alex age 13) 
died, the strand of beads has grown to 645 beads, more than 
23 feet in length. She doesn’t need to add any more.
www.salon.com

The Choking Game
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Neurologic Insult to Brain

Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry, 1944 Vol. 50, 5
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Anoxic Progression
• 6.8 seconds – unconscious (brain cells begin to die)
• Anoxic seizure (lasts 2-8 seconds)
• 15+ seconds – loss of bladder control
• 30+ seconds – loss of bowel control
• ?? seconds – point of no return: “brain dead”/coma
• Amount of brain cell death will depend on the 

location of oxygen deprivation in the brain, length of 
unconsciousness, age, prior anoxic episodes.

• 1 - 2.5 Minutes – death (no controlled human studies 
but videos of deaths))
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Anoxic (lack of oxygen) Injury

• “Anoxic Convulsions:  These seizures were 
of a generalized tonic and clonic type; they 
were usually relatively mild and rarely 
continued more than six to eight seconds.”

• “The convulsion was preceded by loss of 
consciousness”

• “had no memory of it (seizure)”

Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry, 1944 Vol. 50, 5
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Internal/External Signs

• Involuntary urination 
or defecation 
(sphincter 
incontinence)
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Evidence of Alterations of  
Consciousness = Anoxic Injury
Brain Injury in Battered Women, Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology, 2003, Vol. 71, 
No. 4, 797-804• A period of dizziness
• Stunned or disoriented
• Saw stars or spots (visual impairment)
• Loss of consciousness or blacked out
• Loss of memory
• Gaps of time or location
• Standing up one minute then waking up on the 

floor
• Bowel or bladder incontinence
• Unexplained bump on head

18
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Hippocampus • The hippocampus is 
critical for forming 
memory, organizing 
and storing. 

• Hippocampus is very  
sensitive to lack of 
oxygen.

• If no blood flow, the 
brain is NOT working.

• No blood flow. No 
memory.

• No memory means 
damage to 
hippocampus.
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SIE: Strangulation Induced 
Encephalopathy

(Symptoms similar to CTE)

• Behavioral Changes
▫ Early: Restlessness 

and violence
 No memory  or unable to 

remember is she lost 
consciousness 

▫ Long term:
 Psychosis
 Amnesia 
 Changes in personality
 Progressive dementia
 Cryptogenic strokes
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SIGNS (Objective)

BLOOD RED 
EYES

NECK 
SWELLING

BRUISING
ROPE BURNS

SCRATCHES

RED SPOTS
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Why no bruising or lots of bruising?

• Use of a broad soft ligature or forearm when the 
force is applied over a wide area

• Multiple variables: health conditions, medications
• When rapid death due to reflex cardiac arrest 

occurs, bruising will not have time to develop
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Petechiae
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Petechiae are  
smooth and flat.

Acne is usually  
raised or bumpy.

Note the distinction.
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Petechial Hemorrhage: Rupture of vessels from 
increased venous pressure (blockage of jugular vein)
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Courtesy of Dr. Smock
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Medical Examination

29

Medical 
Examination
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Disposition?
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Dr. Smock’s Top 25
Medical Consequences
Resulting from Strangulation and 
Lateral Vascular Neck Restraint
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Important to Remember
• Victims may have NO visible injuries, with 

only transient symptoms-yet because of 
carotid injuries or brain damage from lack of 
oxygen during the strangling, victims have 
stroked or died up to several months later 

• The carotid arteries, especially the internal 
carotids,  must be evaluated if the patient 
has signs or symptoms related the 
application of significant external pressure 
to the neck

• Injuries can blossom in both the living and 
deceased, re-examine in 48-72 hours.
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Contact information:
www.strangulationtraininginstitute.com

Thank you – Queensland Centre for 
Domestic and Family Violence Research

http://www.strangulationtraininginstitute.com/
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