
INTRODUCTION

The trigeminal-cardiac reflex (TCR) is a brainstem 
reflex that manifests as hemodynamic disturbances 
similar to those seen in vasovagal syncope. We 
present a case of a 71-year-old male patient whose 
hospital course was marked by recurrent 
hypotension, bradycardia, and apnea following 
stimulation of the maxilla-mandibular branches of 
the trigeminal nerve.

CASE REPORT

A 71-year-old male patient with no significant past 
medical history presented to the hospital with left-
sided weakness and a change in mental status. 
EMS placed a nasopharyngeal airway (NPA) in the 
field for airway protection. He was diagnosed with 
a mid-basilar artery occlusion and dissection, and 
he was subsequently treated with tissue 
plasminogen activator (tPA) and taken for a 
mechanical thrombectomy and stent. His trajectory 
for recovery from his cerebrovascular accident was 
unremarkable, and he was expected to recover 
with minimal deficits. However, on hospital day 3, 
the rapid response team was called for recurrent 
epistaxis. Nasal packing had been placed in the 
right naris, but the patient was bleeding around the 
packing. Staff began applying pressure to bilateral 
nares, and the patient immediately became 
bradycardic to the low 30s, hypotensive with mean 
arterial pressure (MAP) <65, decreased 
responsiveness, and with episodes of apnea. 
Throughout his hospitalization, he had multiple 
episodes of similar hemodynamic perturbations 
associated with epistaxis. At one month, the 
patient's hospitalization continues for recurrent 
epistaxis secondary to traumatic NPA placement.

DISCUSSION

The trigeminal cardiac reflex (TCR) is a brainstem 
reflex that causes sudden onset changes in blood 
pressure and heart rate, as well as apnea. TCR is 
traditionally classified according to two subtypes, 
peripheral stimulation and central stimulation. 
Central TCR is enumerated in many case reports; 
however, peripheral TCR is less commonly 
described in the literature. Peripheral TCR occurs 
when the V2 and V3 branches of the trigeminal 
nerve are stimulated, manifesting in bradycardia, 
hypotension, and apnea.

CONCLUSION

In this case, we hypothesize peripheral TCR was 
stimulated after trauma to the soft tissue and 
damage of the nasal mucosa from a 
nasopharyngeal airway tube. This predisposed our 
patient to episodes of hypotension and bradycardia 
following pressure to nares applied for controlling 
his epistaxis.
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MANAGEMENT

Treatment in some cases will involve removing the 
nasal balloons or packings and terminating manual 
pressure to the nares to stop the stimulation of 
afferent trigeminal neurons, preventing further 
incidence. In conclusion, having a high index of 
suspicion for possible TCR stimulation allows 
providers to be prepared for subsequent 
hemodynamic compromise, ensuring patient safety. 
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