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Dr. Cindy: Providing Empowerment through Information.

Anesthesia and Malignant Hyperthermia: An Overview
*Following the recent (March 2008) tragic death of an 18-year-old Florida woman undergoing elective surgery, here is a rundown on anesthesia and malignant hyperthermia:

What is anesthesia?

Anesthesia exists essentially to provide pain relief in and around surgery. There are many different types of anesthesia. Broadly, there is general (when you are asleep and pain-free) and local anesthesia (awake but pain-free).

What are the risks associated with anesthesia?

There are risks associated with every surgery, particularly those done with general anesthesia. However, most reactions to anesthesia are not life-threatening. There are a few rare conditions and circumstances which can be fatal. Specifically, in the case of the Florida woman, we are talking about malignant hyperthermia. 

What is malignant hyperthermia? 
Malignant hyperthermia is a rare inherited (genetic) disease that is triggered by inhaled, general anesthetic agents and causes rapid onset of extremely high body temperature. Anywhere from 1 in 5000 to 1 in 65,000 people develop this syndrome. It is also associated with muscle rigidity and overall increased metabolism. It is fatal in about 10% of cases, usually due to brain damage, internal hemorrhaging, or other system failures. 
Prevention is key.  Be sure to tell your health care providers if you or someone in your family has had a reaction to anesthesia in the past. The team can then proceed accordingly and be on high alert to the early signs of dangerous situations such as malignant hyperthermia. Prompt treatment is very important. 

 
What can be done to lower surgical risks?
While it is important to realize that no surgery can ever be 100% risk-free, there are certain "tools of empowerment" we can use to make sure we are as low risk as possible.

1. Know your own medical history and that of your family members.

2. Make sure your entire medical team is aware of any such medical conditions.

3. If there is any question that a medical condition like malignant hyperthermia runs in your family, get tested.

4. If a medical condition is uncovered, get and wear a medical ID tag or bracelet to alert all medical professionals to your condition. This is especially important in times when you may not be able to tell them yourself (for example, if you are in an accident and are unconscious or unable to speak).
5. Approach each surgery carefully (as best you can). Do your research. Select a medical team and a medical facility that are well-established with top-notch credentials and a clear history of positive outcomes.
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