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Objectives

• Understand the lethality of a strangler
• Learn anatomy and mechanics of 

strangulation
• Identify and address health consequences
• Implement best practices for strangulation
• Address unique concerns of pediatric 

strangulation  

• Primary Goal: SAVE LIVES
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Disclaimer • Sex 
• Language 
• Child Abuse
• Violence
• Reality
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What they say….

I was choked
“What they mean….

I was strangled
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Definitions
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Definition of 
Choking

Choking
• An internal blockage or obstruction of  

upper airway/windpipe
• Prevents normal breathing
• Think:

• Food
• Object
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Definition of 
Strangulation 

• Strangulation is defined as a form of 
asphyxia (lack of oxygen) characterized by 
intentional closure of the blood vessels and/or 
air passages of the neck as a result of 
external pressure on the neck.

Patients may have no visible trauma but have 
internal injuries that are life threatening!!
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Definition of 
Asphyxiation 

• Asphyxiation: dysfunction or cell death 
within vital organs by loss of oxygen delivery 
to those cells.

• Various Methods: 
• Strangulation
• Suffocation
• Drowning, Water boarding
• Position Asphyxiation.
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Definition of 
Hypoxia

• Deficiency in the amount of oxygen 
reaching the tissue.
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Definition of 
Anoxia

• Absence of oxygen supply to tissue

Neurons lost per second = 32,000 
Synapses lost per second = 230 million

Stroke, 2006; 37: 263-266 

• Oxygen is the basis of the life pyramid.

• If oxygen is cut off, even for seconds, It 
causes a “domino effect” that can be life 
threatening 
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Definition of 
Suffocation

• Obstructing oxygen from getting to 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 
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Types of 
Strangulation

• Hanging

• Mark is usually above the level of the thyroid cartilage

• Intact hyoid/thyroid cartilage

• Manual (“throttling”)

• The use of bare hands, standing on neck, kneeling on neck

• 1/3 of manual strangulation victims have fractured hyoid

• Chokehold (“sleeper hold”)

• Elbow bend compression

• Formerly used by police

• Ligature (“garroting”)

• Use of a cord-like object, clothing, rope, belt  (Funk & Schuppel, 2003)

• Mark is usually below level of the thyroid cartilage
• Fractured hyoid/thyroid cartilage

• 2 halves of hyoid don’t fuse until age 30, therefore younger                    
• victims of  strangulation may not have fx hyoid

• Manual self-strangulation is not possible.



Rachel Fischer R.N.

Anatomy and 
Health
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Considerations
Quantity of 

Applied Force

1
2

3

4
5

6

Exact Anatomic 
Location of Applied 

Force

Duration of Applied 
Force

Surface Area of 
Applied Force
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Pediatric Specific Anatomy 
with Strangulation

• Not just little adults 

• Not a lot of research specific to strangulation, 
because no one is identifying and tracking.

• Look to other areas (anatomy) for 
guidance.

• Head proportion

• Less developed neck structures

• Lighter body weight

• Airway/Trachea difference

• Proportionally larger tongue size

• Epiglottis shape

• Smaller nasal passages

• All make the anatomy of a child MORE 
vulnerable
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Pediatric Anatomy

• Tongue is proportionally 
larger in the oropharynx 
when compared to adults, 
and it may obstruct the 
airway due to this size
• The trachea is shorter
• Airway is narrowest at 
the cricoid ring
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In a young child, the epiglottis is located more superiorly and anteriorly than in 
an adult
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Lung Capacity

• Smaller lung capacity in 
pediatric patients means that 
a child can become hypoxic 
more quickly than an adult
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Consequences 
of 
Strangulation

Physical Injury: Death, unconsciousness, fractured 
trachea / larynx, internal bleeding (hemorrhage) and 
artery damage (intimal tears), dizziness, nausea, sore 
throat, voice changes, throat and lung injuries, swelling 
of the neck (edema)

Neurological Injury: Facial or eyelid droop 
(palsies), left or right sided weakness 
(hemiplegia), loss of sensation, loss of memory, 
paralysis

Psychological Injury: PTSD, depression, suicidal 
ideation, memory problems, nightmares, anxiety, 
severe stress reaction, amnesia and psychosis

Delayed Fatality: Death can occur days or weeks 
after the attack due to carotid artery dissection and 
respiratory complications such as pneumonia, ARDs 
and the risk of blood clots traveling to the brain 
(embolization) 
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Non-Visible 
Strangulation 
Effects

Short Term: Memory Loss, 
Petechiae, LOC, Loss of 

bowel/bladder control, Voice 
changes, Seizures, Cervical 
spine injury, Acute ischemic 

stroke, Tinnitus, Hyoid 
fracture

Long Term: Delayed 
cryptogenic strokes, Multi-
system organ failure due to 

anoxia, Encephalopathy, 
Airway swelling, PTSD
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• Unconscious: 10 +/- 3 seconds
•   Anoxic convulsions: 14 +/ 3 seconds
•   Loss of muscle tone:77 +/- 25 seconds 
• Last respiration: 62 to 157 seconds 
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Neurologic Insult to Brain 

Archives of Neurology and Psychiatry, 1944 Vol. 50, 5 
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Acute 
Arrest of 
Cerebral 

Circulation 
in Man” 

• “Acute arrest of circulation in the human 
brain was studied in 11 schizophrenic 
patients and in 126 normal young male 
subjects (inmates)” 
• Over 500 controlled strangulations 
• “The neurons in the brain are the cells of 
the body most sensitive to anoxia.” 
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Results

5-10 seconds
~ fixation of the eyeballs,
~ blurring of vision, 
~constriction of the 
visual fields,
~ loss of consciousness 
~anoxic convulsions.” 

>6-8 seconds
Anoxic Convulsions 

Tonic Clonic
No memory of seizures 
due to LOC

>6-8/10 seconds
LOC
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“Point of no 
return”

• Occurs after ~ 50 seconds of 
continuous strangulation with 
complete disruption of 
oxygenated blood flow to the 
brain with victim unlikely to 
regain consciousness.
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Hippocampus 

• Most sensitive to lack of 
oxygen. 
• Forms, organizes and stores 
memory
• No blood flow = Brain not 
working. 
• No blood flow = No memory. 
• No memory = Hippocampus 
damage 
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Memory 
Loss

• Survivors often lose their memories as a 
result of trauma and lack of oxygen to the 
brain, and instead of doubting credibility, this 
common reality can add value and evidence.
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Petechiae

• Petechiae is smooth to the touch, non textured
• If textured, consider rash, acne, allergic reaction
• Makeup can easily cover 
• Will geographically track along blood vessels that were 
obstructed
• The more petechial present, the longer the assault 
was occurring
• If killed immediately, petechiae will NOT be present
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Petechial Hemorrhages
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Are there 
other 
causes for 
petechiae? 

YES STRENUOUS 
LABOR 

SCUBA 
DIVING 

SEVERE 
COUGHING 

VOMITING WHAT ELSE?
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Domestic violence 
incidents on sexual 

assault and 
strangulation
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Lethality of 
a Strangler 
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Lethality 

“Surviving victims of strangulation 
assault are 750% more likely of 

becoming a homicide victim.” (Glass, 
et al, 2008). 

Men who strangle women are 
linked to shooting and kill 

police officers and now mass 
shootings 

Strangulation is THE 
LAST WARNING SHOT. 
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Strangulation is a lethality marker
-The next step is homicide

750
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Frequency

As seen in study of 300 
strangulation cases, 89% 

of victims subjected to 
intimate partner violence 
were strangled (Strack et 

al., 2001)

10% of traumatic deaths 
worldwide involve 

strangulation (Funk & 
Schuppel, 2003)

Victims are most often 
female (Strack et al., 

2001, Sheridan & Nash, 
2007)

History of domestic 
violence in 90% of cases 

(Strack et al, 1999)

Children present in 50% 
of cases (Strack et al, 

1999)
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Dynamics: Co-Occurrence of Child 
Abuse & Pediatric Strangulation 
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Dynamics: Sexual Abuse 
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Riverside 
County 
District 
Attorney’s 
Office  
2013 Study
Gerald 
Fineman, 
J.D.

-Law enforcement officers killed in the 
line of duty

1993-2013

-50% of officers were killed by a criminal 
suspect with a public records act history 
of strangulation assault against a 
woman in a prior relationship
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2013 Treasure 
Valley (ID) Study 

10 officer-involved 
critical incidents 

where officer shot a 
suspect or suspect 

shot an officer

-80% of suspects 
with domestic 

violence history

Non-fatal 
strangulation history

-30% HAD Non-fatal 
strangulation history 

-Based only on 
public records history

-We all should be 
looking for it/tracking 

it
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2017 
Analysis of 
Alliance for 
HOPE 
International

• 33 of 44 (75%) law enforcement 
officers killed in 2017 in 
intentional homicides were killed 
by men with a history of 
domestic violence (and often 
strangulation) in a simple 
Internet search
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Men Who Strangle, Cop 
Killers, and Mass Murderers 
Have One Thing in 
Common…

Childhood Trauma…
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Mass Killings have 
a connection to IPV 
and strangulation

• Mohamed Lahousaiej Bouhlel-
80 killed in Nice – criminal 
history of DV (2016)

• Omar Mateen – 49 killed in 
Orlando, 53 injured. Ex-wife was 
strangled. (2016)

• Robert Lewis Dear – killed 3, 
wounded 9 at Colorado Springs 
Planned Parenthood. History of 
DV with 2 ex-wifes; Arrest for 
Rape (2015)

• NYMag.com, July 15, 2016
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USDOJ 
FBI 
Analysis 
of Officers 
Killed in 
the Line of 
Duty in 
2019

• Focused on…

• Location

• Nature of Call

• Officer’s actions

• Killer’s actions

• Felony criminal history

• Facts of incident

• “16% of known offenders had prior DV arrest”

• “8% related to domestic disturbance OR DV calls”



Rachel Fischer R.N.

No one cares about their 
childhood trauma but don’t 
forget the importance of 
addressing it in your homicide 
prevention strategy…

By the time they 
kill a police officer 

or become mass 
murderers…
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Latest 
Research on 
the Children 
of Domestic 
Violence 
Homes

• Study was based on the National Youth 
Survey Family Study, a national sample of 
1,683 families, and followed 353 second-
generation parents and their third-generation 
offspring over a 20-year period.
• Children from 75% of the families ended 
up becoming victims as adults
• Children from 78.6% of the families ended 
up becoming perpetrators as adults
• http://dev.cjcenter.org/_files/cvi/Generation
%20Cycles%20IPVforweb.pdf
• http://dev.cjcenter.org/_files/cvi/Gang_Crim
e_Victimization_final.pdf

http://dev.cjcenter.org/_files/cvi/Generation%20Cycles%20IPVforweb.pdf
http://dev.cjcenter.org/_files/cvi/Gang_Crime_Victimization_final.pdf
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Adverse 
Childhood 
Experiences 
Study (ACE)

• Ten questions/ten 
trauma experiences
• Predictive of adult 
illness, disease, and 
criminality
• www.acestudy.org
• www.acestoohigh.org

http://www.acestudy.org/
http://www.acestoohigh.org/
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And see: 
https://healthfederation.org/ACEs for 
the Philadelphia ACE Survey

https://www.cdc.gov/violencepreventio
n/aces/index.html

Our Language –
Childhood Trauma 
(ACES) + 
Polyvictimization + 
Force Multipliers = 
Complex Trauma
Force Multipliers: Historic 
Oppression; Poverty; 
Racism; Pornography; 
Community Violence; 
Bullying; etc.

https://healthfederation.org/ACEs
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Coordinated Community Response

• Forensic Nursing - Put me in coach!!
• Victim Advocacy
• Social Workers
• Law enforcement
• District attorney 
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Minimization

Victims may not understand the danger and 
maybe reluctant to seek medical attention. 

“He didn’t really choke me, he just had me in a 
headlock and I couldn’t breathe.” 

Dispatch operators may not realize the danger 
and trivialize the violence

• Police
• Investigators • Prosecutors • Court 

• Probation • Victims
• Offenders 
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Forensic Investigation
• Ensure patient is medically cleared first

• Documentation

• Photograph
• A/P and lateral neck, with hair up
• Consider serial photography

• DNA swabs

• Strangulation is always a life threatening emergency, and sequel 
can develop over several days following.

• Always consider 24-48 hr.  in-house observation.
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Forensic Nursing Form
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Agency

Mechanism of Injury

Intent

Blood Circulation
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\
Breathing / Airway

External Signs



Rachel Fischer R.N.

IMPEDING NORMAL 
BREATHING

• How is this element normally 
investigated?

• “Could you breathe?”
• Problems with this approach?
• Alternative ways to 
investigate?
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IMPEDING NORMAL 
CIRCULATION OF BLOOD

• How would you typically 
investigate?

• “Was your blood 
circulating?”

• Alternative ways to 
investigate?

• Symptom focused 
interviewing
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Assessment 
Questions

How did you 
feel?

What was he 
saying while it 

happened?

• - What did you say?Were you able to 
talk?

What did you 
see?

What did you 
think was going 

to happen?

• - Did anybody watch this happen?
• Children, other offenders etc.

• - Interrupting event 
How did it stop?
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What is the 
Law? 
What evidence do you need to prove 
strangulation or suffocation? 
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• In the US, 48 States, 20 Tribes, 2 Territories, Federal and 
Military have passed felony strangulation Laws. Around the 
world,  Australia, New Zealand, Canada & UK have joined.
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VAWA 2013 

• Gave tribal governments jurisdiction to 
prosecute non-natives for DV. 
• Made strangulation/suffocation a felony. 
• Strangulation is defined as “intentionally 
knowing, or recklessly impeding the normal 
breathing or circulation of the blood of a 
person by applying pressure to the throat or 
neck, regardless of whether that conduct 
results in any visible injury or whether there is 
any intent to kill or protractedly injure the 
victim” 
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Passing a law is easier 
than implementing it

We need leaders!
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Collaboration vs. Competition
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Special thanks to LMPD, Dr. 
Smock & National Advisory Board 
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EMS /Paramedics
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Signs & Symptoms 
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strangulationtraininginstitute.com
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Contact/Follow Up

Rachel D. Fischer 
BSN, RN, SANE-A, 

SANE-P
F4ischer@gmail.com

www.legalRNconsult.org


