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• What are social risk factors for child abuse and 

neglect?

• NZ Research on risk factors

• Case studies – Stephen and Millie

• Missed cases 

• Risk factors for children

• Conclusion and Questions 



Te Puaruruhau “The sheltering of the bud”

Social 
Assessment

History of abuse 
(child or parents)

Family Violence

Parenting 
approach

Support 
systems

Social 
stressors

Alcohol & 
drug use Age of 

parents
Untreated 

mental 
illness

Use of support 
agencies

Use of health 
services

Frequent 
changes of 

address



Te Puaruruhau “The sheltering of the bud”

Risk Factors: NZ Study 

142 cases of abusive head trauma

550 controls

1991 to 2010
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Stephen 

• Six month old baby referred to child protection 

team by Starship ED

• Spiral fracture of the right humerus

• Sunday – Tuesday: Three ED `s and a 

Whitecross

• Examination 

• Social situation – assessment

• Outcome
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Millie

• Eight month old baby referred by ED with a 

healing clavicle fracture.

• Hx: Two weeks previous noted shoulder pain 

following unsettled night

• GP – Osteopath – GP – Hospital ED – outpatient 

X-Ray arranged - fracture identified - Starship 

• Social Hx

“But look at me ?! ” 
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The “lovely family”

• Was management of these cases influenced by 

how these families look, sound, act, and their 

lack of social risk factors ? 
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Missed cases 

• Jenny C et al. 1999 . 175 cases
• 31%  were missed on first presentation

• 28% were re-injured. Five died, 4 possibly preventable

– Missed diagnosis: younger, white or intact 
families, non-specific symptoms (irritability, 
vomiting, no breathing problem, no seizures)

Jenny C et al. Analysis of missed cases of abusive head trauma. JAMA 1999;281:621-626. Kemp A, Coles L. The role of 
health professionals in preventing NAI. Child Abuse Review 2003;12:374-383. Sanders T et al. Factors affecting clinical 
referral of young children with SDH to CP agencies. Child Abuse Review 2003;12:358-373
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Kemp Study (2003) 

• 48% had been admitted to Hospital previously “In retrospect, nearly 

all of them had symptoms that were relevant to a diagnosis of SBS.” 

• 60% present with symptoms consistent with many normal childhood 

illnesses

• In 32% (21) of the families, there was a history of concerns of

previous child abuse.

• “30% of cases in our study had no known social risk factors”

. 
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Barriers to Recognition

• Failure to consider

• Desire to believe

• ED setting

• Personal biases

Tiyyagura et. al. 2015.
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Consider the Diagnosis

• ANY injury can be inflicted

• Sometimes abused children have NO signs. 

• Sometimes injured children have non-specific 
signs

• No validated screening tool

• Trust your judgement

• Taking a detailed history is crucial
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What Google says…..
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Risk factors for a child

• What do Millie and Stephen have in common?
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Fatal Child Abuse in NZ

Age Specific Rates (per 100,000 people per year) for Abuse and 

Neglect Deaths
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ED Checklist
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Some conclusions 

• Risk assessment is unreliable

• Babies with serious injuries can look OK 

• Normal babies don’t bruise

– Until they’re independently mobile

– Every bruise demands an explanation

• Social support is not a panacea

– Never make assumptions

• Vigilance and rigour of approach is needed

– A safe approach is difficult and time-consuming

– Working together is crucial
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Connections and Questions 


