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FAQs – Swallowed Object  

Q.  Recently, a finished crown that I was attempting to cement disappeared down a patient’s throat. 
The patient coughed for a few minutes, but she seemed all right after that. She said she thought she had 
swallowed the crown, which sounded reasonable considering that her coughing had stopped. I 
suggested that she check her stools for the next few days to verify the passage of the crown. Was there 
anything else I should have said or done? 

A.  Foreign objects that disappear down the oropharynx may represent a significant health hazard as 
well as a malpractice risk. While foreign body aspirations are less common than ingestions, the potential 
consequences are considerably more serious and the medical care needs more urgent. Prompt, 
appropriate action, coupled with good documentation, is essential in this situation. 

Don’t assume that because the coughing stopped, the object must have been swallowed. In fact, 
whenever a foreign object is lost in the posterior pharynx, it is prudent to assume it has been aspirated, 
even if the patient exhibits no symptoms of airway obstruction. Aspirated objects pose an immediate 
hazard to the patient’s life and health. 

Once you have confirmed that your patient has a patent airway, your priority is to locate the crown 
internally. Inform the patient of the need for a chest x-ray to determine the location of the crown, then 
transport the patient to a medical care facility. You or a staff member should drive the patient to the 
facility and accompany the patient until he or she is discharged. 

Do not let the patient drive to the hospital or physician’s office, as an object causing a partial obstruction 
can move and cause a complete airway obstruction. As a result, the patient may lose consciousness and 
control of the automobile. 

If the patient is absolutely certain she ingested the object rather than aspirated it, it is still optimal to refer 
for medical evaluation and follow-up imaging. Even small objects may irritate or partially obstruct the 
digestive tract or contribute to gastrointestinal problems. Your suggestion to confirm clearance of the 
crown was appropriate. In every instance, referral to a physician is the most prudent course of action, as it 
demonstrates that the dentist was acting in the patient’s best interest. 

Document in the patient’s chart your actions following the incident. This should include your 
recommendation of a medical evaluation, including imaging, how the patient was transported for medical 
evaluation and by whom, and any telephone discussions with the medical facility and treating physician. A 
copy of the treating physician’s report should be retained in the patient’s file. 

If you performed emergency procedures, such as the Heimlich maneuver, document those actions and 
their results. Also note all preventive measures (rubber dam, pharyngeal drape, etc.) that had been taken 
to prevent the swallowing or aspiration of the object and any pre-treatment referrals or discussions about 
referrals. 

If the patient refuses to pursue medical evaluation, document the reason for the patient’s refusal and 
ensure that the patient understands the potential for acute and chronic complications resulting from the 
foreign object. 
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Remember to contact your malpractice insurance agent in a timely manner to report the swallowed or 
aspirated object incident. 

These incidents, especially those involving aspirations, have the potential to result in financially severe 
claims. Good risk management can prevent or minimize some claims and provide a better defense for the 
others. 

 

This publication is for educational purposes only. It is not legal or dental advice. CNA makes no representations as to its correctness 
or completeness and accepts no liability for any injury or damage that may arise from its use. Specific legal or dental questions 
should be referred to a competent attorney or dental professional. This material may address and discuss matters for which your 
policy does not provide coverage, and the material does not create or imply the existence of coverage. Please consult your 
insurance policy for the specific terms and conditions of coverage. 
 
CNA policies are underwritten by the property/casualty companies of CNA, Chicago, IL. CNA is a registered service mark of CNA 
Financial Corporation. ©2005 Continental Casualty Company. All rights reserved. 
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