
Electroshock Death Prompts Watchdog to Call
for Increased Mental Health Oversight

Oversight of psychiatric facilities during COVID-19 is
being reduced, putting patients at risk of treatment
death, watchdog warns. CCHR says electroshock and
other psychiatric treatments cause damage and
tighter but safer controls need to be restored

Oversight of psychiatric facilities during
COVID-19 is being reduced, putting
patients at risk of treatment death,
watchdog warns.

LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA, UNITED
STATES, April 28, 2020
/EINPresswire.com/ -- A patient at a
for-profit group home in Hermantown,
Minnesota died earlier this year after
undergoing electroshock treatment
(ECT). A state Department of Human
Services’ Office of the Inspector
General’s (OIG) report noted the group
home had failed to inform the patient’s
guardian that the person “had been
having seizures,” which was not
something the person had previously
experienced. ECT, the passage of up to
460 volts of electricity sent through the
brain, causes a grand mal seizure and
prolonged seizures. The guardian had expressed concerns to the State that the ECT treatments
"were doing more harm than good for the (person).”[1] The mental health industry watchdog,
Citizens Commission on Human Rights International says the death shows the need to increase,
not reduce oversight.

Oversight of potential abuse
in behavioral or psychiatric
facilities could be non-
existent, putting patients at
risk, not just from COVID-19,
but also from psychiatric
treatment administered to
them.”

CCHR International

According to the Food and Drug Administration (FDA),
prolonged seizures are a risk of ECT, as well as physical
trauma and death.[2] 

A coroner in one patient inquest said that that the seizure
from ECT caused irreparable brain damage, leading to
death.[3]  

HHS instigated a maltreatment investigation, finding two
staff members had failed to check on the person who was
dead for hours. On February 21, 2020, the person was
electroshocked at a specialized clinic and was told to

expect to be groggy and sleepy. According to the Duluth News Tribune, following this, “the
person went to bed and never left it, and was declared dead almost 24 hours later.”

The OIG found: “The (person) was largely unresponsive during most, if not every, check, and even
when (staff) was shaking the (person’s) shoulder.” Further, “during the almost 24 hours that the
(person) remained in his/her bed…never got up to use the bathroom, never spoke a word, never
opened his/her eyes, and missed all of his/her meals and scheduled medications.” One staffer
went their entire shift on the day of the person’s death without checking on the person, and

http://www.einpresswire.com
https://www.cchrint.org/


documentation for safety checks was not filled out.

The facility was given a “correction order” but complying with this was waived due to the
coronavirus pandemic. 

CCHR says that while this is understandable, it means oversight of potential abuse in behavioral
or psychiatric facilities generally could be non-existent, putting patients at risk, not just from
COVID-19, but also from psychiatric treatment administered to them. The Centers for Medicare &
Medicaid Services, which sets and enforces essential quality and safety standards for the nation’s
healthcare system, has suspended non-emergency inspections across the country, allowing
inspectors to turn their focus on threats like infectious diseases and abuse.[4]

The OIG report does not cite a cause of death involving ECT nor does it determine “whether
more thorough checks of the (person) would have prevented the (person's) death.”[5] 

FDA also does not monitor or regulate the use of ECT. It says it cannot “completely eliminate
risks” of ECT, only mitigate them.[6] In a 2011 FDA Expert advisory committee hearing into ECT,
an FDA official told the panel that “mitigation does not mean elimination of the risk.”[7]  

•	Texas is the only state that reports a death within 14 days of ECT being administered. Based on
the deaths recorded for 2013, 2015 and 2016, there was a 0.069% average death when applied
to 100,000 Americans reported to undergo ECT every year, represents about 69 deaths every
year.[8] 

•	A 2017 Scandinavian review of 15 studies with data from 32 countries reported 16 cases of
ECT-related death yielding an ECT-related mortality rate of 2.1 per 100,000 treatments.[9] 

•	In 2016, a coroner in a death inquest in the UK said that that the seizure from ECT caused
irreparable brain damage in an elderly woman. Her brain was completely starved of oxygen
during the prolonged fit that the ECT she underwent produced.[10] According to a review of ECT
studies published in Epidemiologia e Psichiatria Sociale in 2010, there’s an estimated death rate
of 1 in 1,000 that for the general (non-elderly) patient population.[11] In another inquest, in
Australia, a coroner determined that involuntary ECT did not prevent but may have led to a
patient’s suicide.[12] 

CCHR, a non-profit organization, has remained open during the pandemic, with staff working
remotely to ensure patients in psychiatric facilities not being monitored, can report abuses.
People can also help by signing the online petition to ban ECT.

CCHR is the mental health watchdog responsible for more than 180 laws that now protect
patients from damaging practices. DONATE to support its work here:
https://www.cchrint.org/cchrint-donate/
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