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Anesthetic Awareness – the phenomenon of remembering an experience during a 

procedure during general anesthesia 

• Patients who recall awareness during general anesthesia have a 

spectrum of experiences ranging from auditory perceptions to pain 

and/or paralysis. 

• Recollections can be fleeting, intermittent, or lasting moments of 

recall after the procedure. 

• For some patients, the experience of awareness under anesthesia 

has no sequelae 

• For others, it can lead to the development of post-traumatic stress 

disorder, consisting of complex psychopathological phenomena 

such as anxiety, insomnia, nightmares, irritability, and depression. 

• In most cases awareness occurrences are due to overly light 

anesthesia 

 
The following table lists common experiences felt by patients that have undergone 
anesthetic awareness and their prevalence: 

 
PREVALENCE (%) 

NOISES 85 – 100 
VISUAL IMPRESSIONS 27 – 46 
FEAR 78 – 92 
HELPLESSNESS 46 
DETAILS OF OPERATION 64 
PARALYSIS 60 – 89 
PAIN 41 

 
 
Incidence 

 
• When no risk factors are present, awareness occurs with an incidence of 1 

to 2 cases per 1000 anesthetizations (0.1% to 0.2%) 
 
Risk Factors Promoting Awareness 

 

Patient related factors: 

 
• ASAIII or above 
• Reduced cardiovascular reserve capacity 

o To protect the cardiovascular system in such cases, overly light 
anesthesia is often induced 
 



• Obesity 
o Due to difficulty in estimating the pharmacokinetics of the anesthetic 

• Young Age 

o anesthetic is redistributed more rapidly, which results in reduced 

certainty of an adequate effective plasma concentration 

 

Intervention Related Factors: 

 
• Cesarean sections 

o result of choosing too low a dosage for fear of inducing anesthetic 
overloading and respiratory depression in the fetus 

• Technical errors, emergency operations, and operations performed at night  

Drug Related Factors: 

TIVA vs inhalational anesthesia – differences have not yet been proven 

• Studies seem more to indicate that awareness in the individual case is 
the result of under-dosage 

• Benzodiazepines may help prevent awareness phenomena due to their 
amnesia like effects 

• Muscle relaxants represent a risk factor with markedly higher awareness 
rates (almost twice as high: 0.18% versus 0.1%) 

 
Psychological Sequelae after Awareness During General Anesthesia: 

 
• A percentage of patients experienced severe psychological sequelae after 

awareness, whereas other patients felt indifferent about their anesthesia 

awareness 

• Patients may respond emotionally with anxiety, nervousness, and/or 

hyper-arousal following an incident of awareness. 

• Chronic fear and phobias can develop and perpetuate this emotional response 

• May lead to the development of PTSD 

Clinical Recommendations: 

• Monitoring of anesthetic gas concentrations and EEG and consistent 
discipline in the operating room with acoustic protection for the 
anesthetized patient can prevent awareness. 

• The following lists strategies to prevent awareness: 



 

Conclusion 

 
Anesthetic awareness is an uncommon intraoperative event that is commonly a 

result of under dosage of various anesthetic mediations and could lead to 

significant post-operative trauma to the patient, including PTSD. 
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