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Shaken Baby Syndrome
(Abusive Head Trauma)

� Form of child abuse that occurs when an 
infant or young child is violently shaken.
• A syndrome is defined as a set of symptoms 

and physical findings that point to a certain and physical findings that point to a certain 
diagnosis.

• The constellation of injuries found in shaken 
babies and young children is virtually never 
seen in any other mechanism besides violent, 
whiplash shaking of the head.



� Injuries are not mimicked by any disease or 
medical condition.

� A baby is more vulnerable to shaking injuries.

Shaken Baby Syndrome
(Abusive Head Trauma)

• Heavy head – 25% of total weight
• Weak neck muscles
• Larger intracranial space
• Brain not mylenated
• Drastic size and strength difference between 

victim and perpetrator
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� Intracranial bleeding
• Bridging veins that connect the brain to the 

surrounding membranes are torn during shaking.
• Cerebral hemorrhages

Injuries Caused by Shaking

• Cerebral hemorrhages

� Cerebral edema
• Massive brain swelling

� Retinal hemorrhages
• Bleeding in the back of the eye and along the optic 

nerve
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� Cerebral hematomas and subdural 
hemorrhages in SBS/AHT are different than 
other forms of abusive or accidental head 
trauma.

Intracranial Bleeding

trauma.
• Often no signs of external injury
• Bleeding on top of brain
• Bleeding is diffuse (spread throughout)



� Massive brain swelling
• Direct trauma to brain tissue during shaking
• Increased pressure and swelling in the confined 

space within the skull

Cerebral Edema

space within the skull
• Brain starts to shut down



Cerebral Edema
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Normal CT Scan CT Scan Immediately 
After Shaking



Cerebral Edema

Areas of 
Brain Loss

Cerebral Edema

CT Scan Three Months After Injury
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� Same whiplash motion that happens in the 
skull

� Bleeding in the back of the eye and along the 
optic nerve

Retinal Hemorrhages

optic nerve
� Can also occur in:

• Childbirth (dots that dissipate)
• High speed auto accidents (baby was 

unrestrained)



Structure of the Eye
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Structure of the Eye
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Retinal Hemorrhage
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Normal Retina
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Retinal Hemorrhages
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� Rib Fractures
• Fractures occur at the back (posterior) part of the 

rib cage
• Caused by severe squeezing

Injuries Sometimes Found in 
SBS/AHT

Injuries Sometimes Found in 
SBS/AHT

• Caused by severe squeezing
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Multiple Rib Fractures

Copyright James Lauridson, M.D.



� Fractures of the long bones
• Caused when arms and legs are flailing during 

shaking
• Not common enough to be diagnostic of shaking 

Injuries Sometimes Found in 
SBS/AHT

Injuries Sometimes Found in 
SBS/AHT

• Not common enough to be diagnostic of shaking 
but when seen in combination with other SBS 
injuries, then they were likely caused by the 
shaking
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Mechanisms of Shaking
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� Not caused by bouncing baby on the knee
� Not caused from baby falling off couch or other 

furniture
� Not caused by walking or jogging with the baby in a 

SBS is a Violent Act.  It is;

� Not caused by walking or jogging with the baby in a 
backpack

� Not caused by sudden stops in car
� Not caused by throwing a baby in the air, although 

this is dangerous, it will likely NOT cause SBS/AHT

Depending upon the age of the baby, some of these activities are 
dangerous and not recommended.



� Unresponsive
� Lethargic
� Having convulsions

Signs and Symptoms

� Having convulsions
� Change in level of awareness
� Not able to vocalize or follow movement
� Difficulty breathing/turn blue
� Vomiting
� Extreme irritability



� Severe brain damage
� Learning disabilities
� Blindness

Long-Term Effects

� Blindness
� Paralysis
� Seizure disorders
� Impaired motor or cognitive skills
� Behavior disorders
� Death in as much as 25% of cases



� Estimated 1,200 to 1,400 cases reported 
annually.
• 25 – 30% die as a result of their injuries

Shaking Victims

� No central reporting for shaking injuries
• Process of tracking SBS/AHT varies in each state
• Could be listed as other form of abuse
• Medical attention not sought because injuries may 

not be apparent or appear life threatening



� Victims are usually less than 1 year old, 
majority being less than 6 months

� 60% of victims either die from their injuries or 
suffer lifetime disabilities

Victims

suffer lifetime disabilities
� More male victims than female



� Studies show 67% to 70% of perpetrators are 
male.
• Most are the biological father of the victim or the 

mother’s boyfriend

Perpetrators

mother’s boyfriend

� Other perpetrators include mothers, 
grandparents, step-parents, other relatives 
and child care providers

� No traditional profile
� Infant crying is the number one trigger for a 

shaking incident.



� It is still important for parents and caregivers 
to respond to their baby’s needs and try to 
soothe and comfort babies when they cry.

� Check Basics

Coping with Infant Crying

� Check Basics
• Diaper, hunger, sick, tired, uncomfortable

� Sometimes no matter what you try, the baby 
cannot be comforted.
• It is important to remember this is normal.



� Caregivers must still learn healthy coping 
skills to deal with frustrations of inconsolable 
crying.

� Be Creative

Coping with Crying

� Be Creative
• Sing, play, rock, bathe, vacuum, music, swaddle

� If you’ve tried everything you can, it’s always 
OK to set the baby down in a safe place and 
walk away for a few minutes.



� Prevention Programs
• Hospital-based Programs are proven effective
• School-based Program reaches out to youth and 

young parents.

Preventing SBS/AHT

young parents.
• Dad’s Programs teach new dads reasonable 

expectations
• Important to use evidence-based programs

� The Period of PURPLE Crying program (refer to 
www.dontshake.org for more information)



For more information, contact:

National Center on Shaken Baby Syndrome

Information

National Center on Shaken Baby Syndrome
2955 Harrison Blvd. Suite #102
Ogden, UT 84403
888-273-0071
www.dontshake.org


