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Strangulation  
 
Strangulation is defined as asphyxiation caused by closure of blood vessels and or air 
passageways of the neck due to external pressure. External pressure can be manual via a 
body part such as hands, arms, knees, etc., or can be by an object such as a belt, rope, etc. 
Strangulation can be self-inflicted or inflicted by another person. Patients are at risk of 
delayed death due to internal swelling, anoxia, hematoma or structural damage that cannot 
be identified externally. Patients should be encouraged to seek medical care; if transported, 
communicate strangulation attempt to hospital. 
 

I. Scene Safety 
a. Patient's spouse/partner, caregiver or parent may be the perpetrator; their 

presence may hinder patient's disclosure of information and affect scene 
safety. 

b. If appropriate, ensure law enforcement response. 
II. Assess and document: 

a. Mechanism of injury. 
i. Mechanism of strangulation: 

1. Left, right, or both hands. 
2. Forearm. 
3. Knee or foot. 
4. Ligature (i.e., rope, belt, etc.). 
5. Smothered. 
6. Other, describe.  

ii. Evaluate for: 
1. Quantify grip strength of strangulation. 
2. Level of pain using 1-10 scale. 
3. Duration of strangulation in min/sec. 
4. Prior incidents of strangulation, domestic violence, or threats. 

iii. Evaluate additional mechanism of injuries. 
1. Was the patient shaken, beaten or held against wall, ground, etc. 

b. Signs and symptoms of strangulation and neck injury are not visible over 50% 
of the time. Evaluate for: 

i. Neck spasms. 
ii. Petechiae on face, eyes/eyelids, nose, ears, head. 
iii. Deformity of or bleeding from nose, ears; bruising, swelling of 

mouth/lips. 
iv. Redness, scratches, abrasions, bruising under chin, on neck, 

shoulders, chest. 
v. Ligature marks, swelling, fingernail impressions (offensive or defensive) 

on neck. 
vi. Missing hair, fracture, or swelling/bruising on head, signs of concussion. 
vii. Difficulty breathing or speaking; coughing, hoarse or raspy voice; 

drooling, difficulty or pain swallowing. 
viii. Vision disturbances or changes (spots, light flashes, tunnel vision, etc.). 
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ix. Hearing disturbances or changes (buzzing or ringing in the ears, etc.). 
x. Headache. 
xi. Subcutaneous emphysema. 
xii. Incontinence (this is a significant symptom associated with near death). 
xiii. Behavioral signs: Agitation, amnesia, hallucinations, dizziness, fainting, 

or combativeness due to hypoxia. 
III. Treatment 

a. Aggressive airway management may be necessary, Refer to 7.9 Airway 
Management. 

b. Be prepared to assist respirations with a BVM per 7.9 Airway Management-
Procedure Protocol. 

c. Treat soft tissue injuries per 2.5 Soft Tissue & Orthopedic Injuries. 
d. Monitor for signs of shock and treat per 2.14 Hemorrhagic Shock. 

IV. Transport 
a. Transport to the closest appropriate facility per 8.3 Transportation Protocol. 

V. Special Considerations 
a. Contact law enforcement for assault, domestic violence, abuse, etc. 
b. For sexual assault patients, refer to 2.15 Sexual Assault. 
c. If appropriate, for children refer to 7.2 Child Abuse and Neglect (Suspected). 
d. If appropriate, for vulnerable adults refer to 7.4 Vulnerable Adult Abuse, 

Neglect, or Exploitation (Suspected). 
e. If potential crime scene, refer to 7.3 Crime Scene Management. 

VI. Patient support and resources, if appropriate: 
a. For sexual assault patients, refer to 2.15 Sexual Assault. 
b. National Sexual Assault Hotline – 800-656-4673 
c. Haven of Oakland County – Crisis Line: 248-334-1274 – For intimate 

relationship assaults 
d. Common Ground – 800-231-1127 
e. National Domestic Violence Hotline – 800-799-7233 
f. Care House of Oakland – 248-332-7173 
g. Links to local resources: https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/safety-injury-

prev/domestic-violence/find-services-in-your-area  
h. If unaware of local resources, and law enforcement is not available, contact 

Medical Control. 
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