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Recognizing Child Abuse
By LeeAnn McNeill, RN

Trauma Coordinator

Child abuse in the USA

What you don’t know can hurt you!

Three children die of child abuse in the home in 
USA each

a) Year

b) Day

c) Week

d) Month

B)  Every Day

How many people report child abuse 
when faced with the situation?

A) ¾

B) ½

C) 1/3
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C) 1/3

Stats

Å90% of children know their sexual abuser

ÅEstimated that 60-85% of child fatalities due to child abuse 
are not recorded as such on the death certificate

Å31% of women in prison were abused as children

ÅOver 60% of people in drug rehab report to be abused or 
neglected as children

ÅAbout 80% of 21 year old were abused as children met the 
criteria for a least one psychological disorder.

ÅAlmost 5 children die every day from child abuse.  More than 
3 out of 4 are under age 4!

Whatever you call it………

ÅMaltreatment

ÅShaken infant

ÅShaken baby syndrome

ÅNon accidental trauma

ÅAbusive head trauma

ÅBattered Child 
syndrome

ÅShaken impact 
syndrome

Child Physical Abuse .Ωǎof Child Abuse

Å BOYFRIEND

Å BABYSITTER

Å BATHTIME

Å BLAMES the BROTHER

Å Fell off the BED

Å BATHROOM, BM accident

Killer “B”s to Child Abuse

1.  Bruises

2.  Broken bones

3.  Bites

4.  Burns
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Bruises

ÅRecognizable patterns

ÅLocation, size and color

ÅDifferentiate between 
unusual patterns ie
Mongolian spots, 
accidental vs self injury

ÅDevelopmental age

ÅAging of bruises, old vs
new

If he ain’tcruisen
he shouldn’t be bruisen

ÅNon Accidental ÅAccidental

Differential Dx of Bruising

ÅCoagulopathy

ÅInfection ie menigococcul meningitis

ÅAccidental

ÅNon Accidental

ÅLeukemia

ÅBirthmark –Mongolian spot

ÅCultural practices (coining, cupping)

Bruise or Not?

ÅMongolian Spot ÅCoining

Hemangioma

Cupping

Bruise or Not?

ÅCupping ÅCoin rubbing

ÅHemangioma

Patterns in Bruising
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Broken Bones

Å High suspicion for child abuse

ÅPosterior rib fx

ÅMetaphyseal fx

ÅScapular fx

ÅSpinous process fx

ÅSternal fx

ÅComplex skull fx

ÅIn Children <2yr femur, humerus, tibia fx more 
likely inflicted.

Broken Bones

Moderate Suspicion

ÅMultiple fx, especially bilateral

ÅFx of differing ages

ÅEpiphyseal separation

ÅVertebral body fx

ÅDigital fx

ÅComplex Skull fx

Broken Bones

Å Low suspicion

ÅClavicle Fx

ÅLong bone shaft fx

ÅLinear skull fx ( check carefully in babies)

Rib Fx in SBS
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Bites:  Accidental or abuse?

Å<2.5cm = most likely a 
child

Å2.5-3cm = child small 
adult

Å>3cm = adult

ÅCan be accidental or 
intentional

ÅTrue incidence related 
to child abuse unk.

Bite:  Accidental or Abuse?

ÅBiting is an expression 
of dominance, rage and 
animalistic behavior

ÅCan be difficult to 
Identify

Burns:  Highly suspicious for abuse

ÅBurn by sibling

ÅChild brought to ED by 
non related relative

ÅUnusual effect

ÅTreatment delay

ÅHistory changes

ÅAbnormal response by 
child to pain

ÅUnrelated injury

ÅInjury pattern 
inconsistent with 
history

ÅInjury inconsistent with 
age

Å“Mirror image” burns

ÅPerineum, genitalia or 
buttock burns

ÅBurn appears older than 
stated age

Burn:  Accidental or Abuse?

ÅStocking ÅPlayground

Burn: Accidental or Abuse?

ÅGlove Burn ÅGlove burn following 
debridement

Burns:  Accidental or Abuse?

ÅImmersion Burn ÅScald Burn
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Burns:  Accidental or Abuse?

ÅCigarette Burn

Shaken Baby Syndrome Shaken Baby Syndrome

ÅC-Spine precautions ÅEffect on Brain

Shaken Baby Syndrome

ÅNot only the brain! ÅRetina

ÅKnee Caps

ÅSpine

ÅRibs

Shaken Baby Syndrome

ÅBrain at Shaking Å3 months later
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Other signs of Child abuse

ÅTorn Frenulum

ÅAlways check a child 
with a torn frenulum, 
this can lead to a more 
abusive or even fatal 
abuse. Very often 
caused by finger being 
jammed into mouth.

ÅEar Bruising

On arrival to Hospital

ÅSkeletal Survey or Baby Gram (not usually 
done in children over 2)

ÅRepeat specific x-rays in 2-3 mths, to check 
for new injuries and /healing ŦȄΩǎ

ÅCT Scan Head/Abdomen/Pelvic

ÅOpthal Exam to check for retinal 
hemorrhages

ÅSocial work/Child protection team consult

Documentation

ÅIntentional vs Accidental

ÅHistory, is Important

ÅImmediate and accurate scene eval, ie child 
burnt in bath, yet now has dry clothing on

ÅYou are the first person in a long line of “the 
broken telephone game”

!!!!HISTORY AND DOCUMENTATION!!!!

Break/Intermission/Caffeine

EMT Documentation

On arrival to home, pt noted to be apnoeic, 
pulseless. Mom said she went to crib and noticed 
that baby was blue, and called 911.

Rx: CPR,  Scoop and run

History: Ex 28 weeker dc’dhome at 6 weeks of age. 
G-tube and O2 via NC.

Hospital arrival:  Pt revived and admitted to ICU. 
Moms story was that as she was walking she 
tripped over the O2 cannula and baby fell, 
landing on carpet.

Child Abuse or Accidental?

Head CT done=SDH

Ophthalmologist= Bilateral Retinal Hemorrhages

Skeletal Survey= x2 rib fx



4/22/2010

8

Child Abuse!

ÅMom was found guilty of child abuse!

Child Abuse or Accidental?

Matilda

6 yr old female falls from 
tree

EMS:  Child on ground 
with obvious fx, 
abrasion.

Dx: Rt radius ulna fx

Multiple abrasion

Contusions to face, 
arms and knees.

Child Abuse or Accident?

ÅJohanna

Å6 yr old female falls 
from tree.

ÅEMS: Child found 
apnoeic and pulseless

ÅRx: CPR commenced, 
child revived and 
transported emergently

ÅDx:  Liver laceration, 
multiple rib fx’s,

SDH with severe cerebral 
edema

Multiple abrasions 

Multiple contusions, 
including massive 
contusion covering 
entire back

Child Abuse or Accident

ÅBoth girls were 
admitted to the hospital 
on the same night.

ÅYou can see a clear 
difference in the 
presentation of girls 
that fell out of a tree.

Child Abuse or Accident

ÅMatilda

ÅAccident

ÅJohanna

ÅChild Abuse

ÅStep FOC had beaten 
the child for approx 30 
minutes, till she lost 
conciousness, then 
called 911.

ÅCharged with 1st degree 
assault/homicide

Child Abuse or Accident

Å911 call, 6 week baby has low grade fever of 
37.9, Tylenol given. Pt now lying on couch 
shaking and not breathing properly.

ÅHx:  Baby may have fallen off the bed per 
boyfriend looking after baby

ÅProbably dx:  Febrile seizure

ÅReal dx: Shaken baby syndrome
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Child Abuse or Accident

ÅMom calls 911 as baby's leg is swollen and he 
won’t move it

ÅEMS:  8 week old baby lying on carpet on 
blanket,  cries when moved, does not move 
lets freely.

ÅNo other caregivers except mom, no hx of 
trauma. 

Child Abuse or Accident

ÅOn arrival to ED, noted that leg swollen and 
tender to touch.  Abdomen benign.

ÅNo retinal hemorrhages.

ÅXray done

Lt Femur fx Child Abuse

ÅMom charged with child abuse.

Questions?


