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Interviews (multiple 
stakeholders)

Archival review (legal 
and media)

Medical literature 
review

❖ 226 articles found
❖ 172 excluded (did 

not meet criteria)
❖ 54 reviewed

❖ News archives
❖ Deposition transcripts
❖ Court documents
❖ 100s of pages

❖ 13 forensic pathologists
❖ 6 lawyers
❖ 7 crisis response experts
❖ 2 families
❖ 31 people

Research team: Brianna da Silva Bhatia, MD; Michele Heisler, MD, MPA; Joanna Naples-
Mitchell, JD; Altaf Saadi, MD, MSc; Julia Sherwin, JD; Gerson Smoger, JD



Origins and History



Timeline: Origins of “Excited Delirium”

1985

Publication of 
Wetli study of 
seven restraint 
deaths 
reportedly 
from “excited 
delirium”

1988

Wetli begins to 
publicize 
cocaine/sex 
theory for Black 
women found 
dead in Miami

1989

Deaths of 19+ 
Black women 
found to be 
homicides

2006

Publication of 
book, Excited 
Delirium 
Syndrome

2007

TASER 
purchases 
1000+ copies 
of Excited 
Delirium 
Syndrome and 
distributes to 
forensic 
pathologists.

2009

Publication of 
ACEP White 
Paper



Excited Delirium Features
• Agitation
• Aggression
• Acute distress
• Bizarre behavior
• Confusion and disorientation
• Hallucinations
• Hyperthermia
• Paranoia
• Removal of clothing
• Sweating profusely
• Immunity to pain
• Superhuman strength
• Sudden death

Alcohol intoxication 
or withdrawal

Methamphetamine Use

Infections

Schizoaffective 
disorder

Bipolar disorder

Mental Illness

Autism

LSD Use

Cocaine Use

Dementia(s)
Other neurological 

illness







Excited Delirium and Racist Tropes

“The only way I can describe it is I felt like a five-year-old holding onto 
Hulk Hogan. That’s just how big he felt and how small I felt from 
grasping his arm… [Brown] had the most intensive aggressive face. 
That’s the only way I can describe it, it looks like a demon, that’s how 
angry he looked.” –Officer Wilson about Michael Brown

“Superhuman Strength”



“Impervious to pain”



Death due to 
Excited 
Delirium or 
Aggressive 
Tactics by 
police?



❖ Medical literature of poor quality

❖ Conflicts of interest (TASER, defense)

❖ No consensus on definition

❖ Disproportionately applied to Black men and relies 
on racist tropes

Findings

PHR finds: the term ”excited delirium” cannot be 
disentangled from its racist and unscientific history.



❖ Disavowal of “excited delirium” by holdout medical 
professional associations

❖ End to police trainings on “excited delirium”

❖ Medical-led crisis response

❖ Ban on lethal police tactics

❖ Independent oversight of death investigations

Conclusion and Recommendations

PHR concludes: “excited delirium” is not a valid, 
independent medical or psychiatric diagnosis and 
should not be used as a cause of death.
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