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Introduction
Benzocaine spray and lidocaine lubricant were used for topical 
analgesia for an awake fiberoptic intubation and despite successful 
intubation, the patient experienced persistent oxygen desaturation 
due to local anesthetic-induced methemoglobinemia.

Methods
This case report is without patient identifiable information, it is 
exempt from IRB review requirements. Informed consent was 
obtained from the patient for publication of this case report. Discussion

Methemoglobin is formed when hemoglobin’s iron is oxidized 
from ferrous (Fe2+) state to ferric (Fe3+) state, impairing oxygen 
binding which can lead to hypoxia1.Acquired methemoglobinemia 
commonly results from topical benzocaine and lidocaine2,3. 
Symptoms include cyanosis, pulse oximetry desaturation, 
and chocolate-colored blood2.

Intravenous methylene blue 1-2mg/kg is first-line treatment, 
however for patients with G6PD deficiency or taking 
serotonergic drugs it is contraindicated3. For these patients, 
intravenous ascorbic acid 1-2 grams may be used for treatment3.

Case Report
A 69-year-old man with ankylosing spondylosis and prior 
difficult airway presented for ureteroscopy. Awake oral fiberoptic 
intubation was planned. The airway was topicalized with 4 sprays 
of 20% benzocaine spray in addition to 4% lidocaine 
lubricant on an oral airway. 40 minutes after intubation, 
slow down trending of oxygen saturation to low 90s was noted. 
Recruitment maneuver was performed, FiO2 was increased to 
100%, breath sounds noted to be clear and equal bilaterally, ETT 
suctioned, positioning of ETT confirmed with bronchoscope, and 
ABG was sent. The oxygen saturations persisted to 
downtrend to low 80s. ABG revealed elevated 
methemoglobin, 17.2%. A 1mg/kg dose of intravenous 
methylene blue was administered with steady 
improvement in oxygenation. He was kept intubated and 
transferred to ICU. Serial monitoring of ABGs showed continual 
down trending of methemoglobin. He was extubated the following 
morning and discharged that afternoon.
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Patient presented for 
emergent cystoscopy 
for ureteral stone, 2x 

unsuccessful LMA 
placement attempts, 
mask ventilated for 

duration of procedure

One month later, patient 
was scheduled for 
ureteroscopy with 

lithotripsy, multiple 
unsuccessful spinal 

attempts,  asleep fiberoptic 
intubation performed 

successfully

Two weeks later, patient 
was scheduled for repeat 

ureteroscopy and 
underwent awake oral 

fiberoptic intubation with 
subsequent local 

anesthetic-induced 
methemoglobinemia

Benzocaine topical spray is 
the most common topical 
anesthetic associated with 

methemoglobinemia
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