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2006a(4): Describe the pharmacodynamic properties of propofol and how 
this influences its clinical usage 
General: Propofol (2,6-diisopropylphenol) IV anaesthetic used for the induction 
and maintenance of anaesthesia or sedation 
Mechanism of action: Potentiates the effect of GABA on the GABAAR → ↑Cl- 
conductance → cell membrane hyperpolarisation 
Properties Clinical Effect 
Dose-dependent effects Used for sedation, anxiolysis, GA (induction & 

maintenance) and is suitable for infusion 
Risk of propofol infusion syndrome Minimise time/dose of infusion (although has 

been documented to occur after 6hr infusion) 
CNS  
   Rapid LoC (30s) Suitable as agent for RSI 
   Rapid emergence with a ‘clear head’ Suitable for day surgery/short cases 
   Amnestic ↓ adverse experience. Suitable for sedation in 

the ICU environment 
   ↓ICP/↓CPP/↓CBF in line with ↓MAP Suitable for use in Pt’s with space-occupying 

brain lesion. Suitable for neurosurgery 
   EEG changes ↓EEG activity, not isoelectric. Can precipitate 

myoclonic movements (not epileptogenic) 
Used in status epilepticus 

CVS  
   ↑ cellular NO production → vasodilatation 
(↓SVR) 

All lead to a ↓MAP. Pt should be monitored 
with NIBP, SpO2 ± ECG 

   Negative inotrope (↓HR, ↓contractility, ↓CO, 
↓MAP) 

IVT should be running. Caution w/Pts at risk of 
heart failure 

   ↓ myocardial O2 consumption Beneficial for Pts w/ischaemic heart disease 
Respiratory  
   Depressant, apnoea common on induction Requires support ± bag-mask vent. After 

induction dose wears off, Pts spont ventilate 
   Impairs response to ↓pO2/↑pCO2 SpO2 monitoring required 
   Inhibits laryngeal reflex Suitable for LMA insertion/instrumentation 
   Bronchodilation Suitable for use in asthmatics 
GIT  
   Anti-emetic (novel mechanism) Useful for N&V non-responsive to other 

therapies. Suitable agent for Pts at high risk of 
PONV 

Other  
   Pain on injection Minimised by pre-injection with lignocaine. Use 

of larger veins 
   ↓intra-ocular pressure Suitable agent for eye surgery 
   Non-MH triggering Suitable alternative to sux, volatiles for Pts at 

risk 
   High calorific load 10% soy bean oil, 2.5% glycerol, 1.25% egg 

phosphatide 
   ***Propofol infusion syndrome? Rare, often fatal. Critically ill children 

undergoing long-term propofol infusion at high 
doses. Features: HF, rhabdomyolysis, severe 
metabolic acidosis, renal failure 

 
 


