Shaken Baby Syndrome: A Flawed Hypothesis
For nearly 40 years, child abuse doctors have believed that a certain cluster of symptoms in an
infant’s head (bleeding in the lining of the brain, bleeding in the backs of the eyes, and brain
swelling) proves that the child has been violently shaken. Furthermore, the hypothesis says, the
assault must have been so violent that the child cannot appear normal afterward.
Testimony based on this hypothesis has put thousands of parents and
caretakers behind bars and torn apart countless families. The hypothesis,
however, suffers from two fundamental flaws:

1. Although the defining symptoms can result from battering, doctors from
other specialties now recognize a long and growing list of non-abusive causes for the same
findings, including bleeding and metabolic disorders, birth injury, stroke, vitamin deficiency,
certain infections, and accidental falls, especially in children with a predisposing condition. It’s
quite likely that many underlying causes are not yet identified—delta storage pool disease, for
example, was recognized as a cause only in the past few years.
Tragically, the parents of children with relatively rare medical conditions are being targeted as
abusers, and their children are being denied the care they need.

2. As in an adult head injury, a child’s symptoms can evolve slowly over time. Therefore, even
when the findings are the result of abuse, an innocent caretaker might be accused.
Convictions based on sincere but flawed testimony have been feeding back into the system for
decades, giving child abuse professionals the false impression that their clinical experience has
proven the theory. It is a tragedy of epic proportions.
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