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H41 Autopsied Cases of Suspected Child Abuse Showing Absence of Clinically 
Diagnosed Injuries

Ronald K. Wright, MD, JD*, 1000 Ducks Nest Road, Turtletown, TN 37391

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand that all that glitters is not gold when it comes to pediatrician-diagnosed 

child abuse.

This presentation will impact the forensic science community by exposing myths of pediatrician diagnoses of child abuse.

Unfortunately, child abuse cases occur, usually at the hands of the boyfriend of the child’s mother.  These cases are generally easily 

GLDJQRVHG�DQG�FODVVL¿HG�
The forensic pathology cases investigated from 2010 to July 2014 total 420.  The cases labeled as child, meaning newborn to age 

12, number 34 or 8.1 % of the cases investigated.  Of these, one was performed for the prosecution and 33 were for the defense.  Of 

WKHVH����FDVHV��WHQ�ZHUH�FKDUDFWHUL]HG�E\�DEVHQW�RU�WULYLDO�VXEJDOHDO�KHPRUUKDJH��SRVLWLYH�VXEDUDFKQRLG�KHPRUUKDJH��SRVLWLYH�VXEGXUDO�
KHPRUUKDJH��DQG�HQFHSKDORPDODFLD���7ZR�FDVHV�ZHUH�GLDJQRVHG�DV�KDYLQJ�VNXOO�IUDFWXUHV�LQ�OLIH��QRQH�RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�GHPRQVWUDWHG�DW�
DXWRSV\�� �7ZR�FDVHV�ZHUH�GLDJQRVHG�DV�KDYLQJ�³FODVVLF�EXFNHW�KDQGOH�PHWDSK\VHDO� IUDFWXUHV�´�QRQH�RI�ZKLFK�ZHUH�GHPRQVWUDWHG�DW�
autopsy.  The remaining 24 cases revealed evidence of child battery including ruptured jejunum, multiple blunt impact injuries to the 

head and other areas, or non-accidental burn injuries.

5HVXVFLWDWLRQ�E\�FORVHG�FKHVW�FDUGLDF�PDVVDJH�ZDV�¿UVW�GHVFULEHG�E\�:�%��.RXZHQKRYHQ�HW�DO��LQ��������,Q�������:LOGHU�UHSRUWHG�
on training ambulance personnel in the technique and reported no injuries.  This was followed by legislative action which brought 

cardiopulmonary resuscitation to almost all areas of the United States by 1970.1-3

,Q�������$�1�*XWKNHOFK�ZURWH�LQ�WKH�British Medical Journal that infants without evidence of subgaleal hemorrhage had subdural 

KHPRUUKDJH���&LWLQJ�WKH�ZRUN�RI�2PPD\D��KH�SURSRVHG�WKDW�QRQ�LPSDFW�VKDNLQJ�FRXOG�FDXVH�WKHVH�LQMXULHV�4,5  As time has gone by, the 

WKUHH�SULPDU\�VLJQV��³WULDG´��RI�VKDNHQ�EDE\�V\QGURPH�KDYH�EHFRPH�HQWUHQFKHG�LQ�WKH�PHGLFDO�OLWHUDWXUH�DQG�LQ�SHGLDWULFLDQV¶�WUDLQLQJ���
7KH�DSSHDUDQFH�RI�UHWLQDO�KHPRUUKDJH��VXEGXUDO�KHPDWRPD��DQG�HQFHSKDORPDODFLD�GLDJQRVHG�LQ�OLIH�KDV�EHFRPH�WKH�KDOOPDUN�RI�FULPLQDO�
FKLOG�DEXVH�DQG�KDV�FDXVHG�PDQ\�FDUHWDNHUV�DQG�RU�SDUHQWV�WR�EH�DUUHVWHG�DQG�FKDUJHG�ZLWK�D�FDSLWDO�RIIHQVH���,Q�DGGLWLRQ��'U��.OHLQPDQ�
KDV�ZULWWHQ�H[WHQVLYHO\�DQG�DOPRVW�H[FOXVLYHO\�DERXW�WKH�³FODVVLFDO�PHWDSK\VHDO�IUDFWXUHV´�VHHQ�LQ�DEXVHG�LQIDQWV���'U��$\RXE�KDV�ZULWWHQ�
UHFHQWO\�DQG�FULWLFL]HG�'U��.OHLPDQ¶V�WKHRULHV�6,7

In this study, ten cases diagnosed in life and at autopsy are presented.  Only one case had subgaleal hemorrhage and it was extremely 

VPDOO���1LQH�RI�WKH�WHQ�FDVHV�KDG�QR�EOXQW�LPSDFW�LQMXU\�WR�WKH�VNXOO�DV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�E\�DEVHQW�VXEJDOHDO�KHPRUUKDJH���7ZR�FDVHV�KDG�
FOLQLFDOO\�GLDJQRVHG�FODVVLF�PHWDSK\VHDO�IUDFWXUHV�ZKLFK�ZHUH�QRW�GHPRQVWUDWHG�DW�DXWRSV\���7ZR�FDVHV�KDG�FOLQLFDOO\�GLDJQRVHG�VNXOO�
fractures which were also not demonstrated at autopsy.  

,Q� VSLWH� RI� WKH� QHJDWLYH� DXWRSVLHV�� DOO� WHQ� GHDWKV� UHVXOWHG� LQ� WKH� SURVHFXWLRQ� RI� DGXOW� FDUH� WDNHUV�� DV� DEXVLYH� KHDG� WUDXPD���
Recommendations concerning proper autopsy techniques in suspected child abuse cases are presented.  Suggestions concerning proper 

cause and manner of death statements are presented as well.
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