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Medicolegal Review of Deaths Related to Propofol
Administration: Analysis of 36 Autopsied Cases

Jong Hyeok Park, Hyoung-Joong Kim, Joong-Seok Seo

Department of Forensic Medicine, Division of Forensic Medicine, National Forensic Service,
Seoul, Korea

Propofol is a widely used anesthetic in anesthesia and sedation. Recent cases of
propofol-induced death have been associated with adverse effects, abuse, or intoxica-
tion. However, there are few forensic reports of propofol-associated death. We
reviewed and analyzed 36 cases of death related to propofol administration recorded
by the National Forensic Service in 2000-2011. The number of women was 28
(77.8%). Subjects in their 20s and 30s accounted for 61.1% of cases. Cause included
medical accidents, 16 (44.4%); suicides, 2 (5.6%); and undetermined, 18 (50%; sui-
cide/accident). Of the 16 medical accidents, 8 were internal medicine cases (con-
scious sedation endoscopy), 3 surgical cases, 3 plastic surgery cases, 1 urology case,
and 1 obstetrics and gynecology case. In 20 cases of suicide or undetermined (sui-
cide/accident), the victims were nurses (9 cases), doctors (4 cases), hospital adminis-
trators (2 cases), homemakers (2 cases), bar hostesses (2 cases) and an office work-
er (1 case). The doctor included 2 plastic surgeons, an internist, and a resident anes-
thesiologist. The autopsy findings were nonspecific; congested parenchymal organs
(34 cases), pulmonary edema (8 cases), cerebral edema (2 cases), pulmonary and
cerebral edema (2 cases), putrefaction (2 cases), mucosal petechiae in the interior of
the larynx (1 case), and cerebral ischemic necrosis and pneumonia (1 case). The
blood propofol concentrations ranged between 0.007 mg/L (cardiopulmonary resusci-
tation) or 0.23 mg/L (no cardiopulmonary resuscitation) and 4.38 mg/L in medical acci-
dent cases, and from 0.12 mg/L to 108.3 mg/L in suicide or undetermined
(suicide/accident) cases. Other drugs were detected in 17 cases and alcohol was
detected in only 2 cases. Blood concentrations in cases of medical accident were
lower than in cases of undetermined cause.
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Table 1. Propofol Induced Deaths

Case . . Majar Autopsy Finding,
No. Sex Age Occupation Brief History Concentration The Others
1 M 64 Patient Death during conscious Pulmonary edema, 0.3 mg/L CPR
sedation endoscopy
2 F 39 Patient Death during anesthesia Administration with 1.8 mg/kg CPR, ketamine
3 F 20 Nurse's aide Death in a room in her house Cerebral edema, 108.3 g/L suicide (suicide note), thiopental
4 F 27 Patient Death in the operation room Administration of 8 cc (80 mg) artificial abortion, homemaker
5 F 23 Patient Death in the hospital Administration of 200 mg Mandible surgery, college student
(adverse effect of other anesthetic)
6 M 66 Patient Death during conscious Pulmonary edema, 0.23 mg/L
sedation endoscopy
7 F 33 Nurse Death in a roomin her house ~ General putrefaction Diazepam
8 F 23 Nurse Death in the hospital Pulmonary edema, 5.1 mg/L
9 M 56 Patient Death during conscious 0.3 mglL CPR
sedation endoscopy
10 F 58 Patient Death in the operation room Cerebral edema, 0.01 mg/L Anal inflammation, CPR, lidocaine, atropine
11 F 30 Resident Death on her bed in the house ~ 17.4 mg/L Thiopental, pethidine
anesthesiologist
12 F 40 Patient Death during conscious Pulmonary edema, 4.38 mg/L Homemaker, gastritis, CPR,
sedation endoscopy doxylamine, pethidine, nordazepam
13 F 35 Plasticsurgeon  Death in the hospital Pulmonary edema, 1.44 mg/L Fluoxetine, ketamine
14 F 30 Patient Death in the hospital Cerebral necrosis, pneumonia Erugation, treatment during 36 days
15 M 28 Office worker Death in a room in his house 8.84 mg/L Old needle mark
16 F 57 Patient Death in the operation room 4.5mg/L Death in anesthetizing for
cholecystectomy, lidocaine
17 F 24 Nurse Death in her bedroom Mucosal petechiae in the interior Detection of nordazepam
of the larynx, pulmonary
edema, 63.3 mg/L
18 F 38 Homemaker Death in the hotel room 6.56 mg/L Incised wound on other guest
19 F 71 Patient Death during conscious Pulmonary edema, 0.08 mg/L Homemaker, CPR, detection of
sedation endoscopy atropine, lidocaine, midazolam
20 F 73 Patient Death during conscious 1.13 mg/L Homemaker
sedation endoscopy
21 F 39 Homemaker Death in the sickroom Peripheral blood 0.53 mglL, Familiar with doctor
heart blood 0.69 mg/L
22 F 42 Nurse Death in her bedroom 3.84 mg/L
23 M 38 Plasticsurgeon  Death in the hospital 0.72 mg/L
24 F 41 Surgery patient  Death in the operation room 0.38 mg/L Homemaker, hemorrhoidectomy,
pentazocine
25 F 44 Plasticsurgery Death in the hospital Pulmonary edema, peripheral blood  Homemaker, detection of lidocaine
patient 1.59 mg/L, heart blood 2.4 mg/L
26 F 19 Barhostess Death on her bed in the house  1.52 mg/L Fluoxetine, diphenhydramine,
chlorpheniramine
27 M 50 Internist Death in the hospital Cerebral edema, pulmonary Blood alcohol concentration 0.128%
edema, 1.22 mg/L
28 F 29 Nurse Death in the sickroom 6.37 mg/L
29 F 33 Hospital Death in her house Cerebral edema, pulmonary edema,
administrator 1.3 mg/L
30 M 39 Hospital Death in the hospital Peripheral blood 6.87, heart blood
administrator 5.71 mg/L
31 M 34 Patient Death during conscious 0.007 mg/L Died after treatment for 4 days,
sedation endoscopy proxyphylline
32 F 73 Patient Death during conscious Pneumonia, cerebral edema Died after treatment for 12 days
sedation endoscopy
33 F 28 Nurse Death in a room in her house Peripheral blood 1.27 mg/L,
heart blood 1.78 mg/L
34 F 33 Barhostess Death in the sleeping roomin  Peripheral blood 1.61 mg/L, Clonazepam, diazepam, nordazepam,
the sweating bathroom heart blood 2.67 mg/L amitriptyline, mirtazapine, trazodone,
citalopram, chlorpheniramine
35 F 28 Nurse'saide Death in a room in her house General putrefaction, liver and Alcohol concentration in spleen tissue
spleen tissue 0.14 mg/kg 0.176%
36 F 28 Nurse Death on her bed in the house  Peripheral blood 0.12 mg/L, Previous suicide attempt history of

heart blood 0.16 mg/L

drug administration, detection of
labetalol, ondansetron, fentanyl
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