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I38 Suicide by Suffocation:  A Case Report of an Elderly Woman Who Completed 
Suicide by Suffocation

Cynthia Rutherford, DO*, Bronx Lebanon Hospital, 1276 Fulton Avenue, Bronx, NY 10456; Amina Ali, MD*, Bronx Lebanon Hospital 
Center, 1276 Fulton Avenue, Bronx, NY 10456; and Panagiota Korenis-Rios, MD*, 1276 Fulton Avenue, Bronx, NY 10456

After attending this presentation, attendees will be informed about rare methods of committing suicide and, in particular, learn about 

VXLFLGH�E\�VXIIRFDWLRQ�DVSK\[LDWLRQ���$WWHQGHHV�ZLOO�DOVR�EH�DOHUWHG�WR�IRUHQVLF�LVVXHV�UHODWHG�WR�SDWLHQW�VXLFLGH��DGGLWLRQDOO\��ULVN�IDFWRUV�
for completing suicide will be reviewed.  Recommendations regarding psychoeducation to health care providers and patients will be 

explored.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by educating attendees about rare methods of suicide and populations 

vulnerable to suicide by suffocation.

(DFK� \HDU�� DSSUR[LPDWHO\� ������� SHRSOH� GLH� E\� VXLFLGH��PDNLQJ� LW� D� OHDGLQJ� FDXVH� RI� SUHYHQWDEOH� GHDWK� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG� 6WDWHV��
surpassing automobile accidents (33,687).  Studies also report a 16% increase in death by suicide during the period 2000-2010.  This has 

UHVXOWHG�LQ������SHRSOH�G\LQJ�SHU�GD\�E\�VXLFLGH�LQ�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV���+DYLQJ�D�PHQWDO�LOOQHVV�RU�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�VXEVWDQFH�XVH�SXWV�RQH�DW�D�
VLJQL¿FDQWO\�KLJKHU�ULVN�IRU�VXLFLGH�FRPSOHWLRQ���:KLOH�¿UHDUPV�FRQWLQXH�WR�EH�WKH�PRVW�FRPPRQ�PHWKRG�IRU�VXLFLGH�FRPSOHWLRQ��VWXGLHV�
suggest that suicide by hanging or asphyxiation showed the most dramatic increase.  In 2000, 19% of all suicides were completed by 

KDQJLQJ�RU�DVSK\[LDWLRQ�DQG�LQ�������LW�URVH�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�WR�������:KLOH�VXLFLGH�E\�KDQJLQJ�RU�DVSK\[LDWLRQ�LV�RQ�WKH�ULVH��VSHFL¿FDOO\��
suffocation using a plastic bag remains an extremely rare method of suicide and it is fairly underreported in the literature.  Literature 

indicates that the majority of plastic bag suffocation is in the context of a suicide attempt carried out by either those with mental illness 

or the elderly using sedatives. 

Case:  A case of a 70-year-old woman with mental illness and numerous medical co-morbidities is presented.  In addition, she 

had a history of cocaine abuse and a tortuous relationship with her husband.  She presented to the medical and psychiatric emergency 

room numerous times with reported anxiety and various somatic complaints.  She completed suicide by asphyxiation using a plastic bag 

two days after she was examined in the psychiatric emergency room and cleared for discharge where she presented with complaints of 

anxiety.  Upon completion of an autopsy, homicide was ruled out. 

Discussion:� �6XLFLGH�E\�DVSK\[LDWLRQ�VXIIRFDWLRQ�ZLWK�D�SODVWLF�EDJ��ZKLOH� UDUH��KDV�VKRZQ�D�VLJQL¿FDQW� LQFUHDVH� LQ� WKH�8QLWHG�
States and worldwide.  It is poorly understood and infrequently reported in the forensic literature.  This presentation intends to alert the 

forensic community about this rare method of suicide and to educate mental health professionals about its increased incidence in the 

United States.  Further, the goal is to review current methods of psychoeducating our patients about suicide and to expand on modalities 

currently in practice.  In addition, this study will explore the physician’s perspective of a patient suicide and the potential forensic 

implications. 

Conclusion:  The goal of this case is to add to the growing literature about suicide by suffocation and bring to light the need for 

IXWXUH�LQYHVWLJDWLRQV�WR�EHWWHU�XQGHUVWDQG�ZKDW�VSHFL¿F�SRSXODWLRQV�DUH�YXOQHUDEOH�DQG�DW�ULVN���
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