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“Study: Shaken-Baby Cases Rose During the Recession”
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Review:

In this article, the author discusses findings presented at the May 1st PAS (Pediatric Academic Societies) meeting in Vancouver by a team of researchers from Children’s Hospital Pittsburgh regarding increased rates of Shaken Baby Syndrome seen during the recession.  The article explains what Shaken Baby Syndrome is, presents epidemiologic data on prevalence, describes the mechanics of how it typically occurs, and then presents some of the specific data from the Pittsburgh research study.   They describe the methods of the study, including how researchers looked at 512 cases of head trauma at four children’s hospitals (including Seattle Children’s), and found an increased rate of head trauma compared to 6 months prior.  The outcomes of these children, including morbidity and mortality, are briefly discussed.  Direct quotes from the lead author, Dr. Rachel Berger, are given regarding her opinion on the data.  Dr. Berger is quoted as saying that the recession has lead to removal of social services for preventing and addressing child abuse, something that may explain the increased rates seen in their study.  The article discusses the limitations of the research, including the possibility of increased rates being an association with the recession and not a direct cause-and-effect relationship.  Examples are also given of other times in history when increased rates of child abuse have been seen following stressful circumstances, including the 1999 hurricane in North Carolina.  Several other sources are cited giving evidence of increased rates of child abuse now being seen in other locations in the country, including an interview with Dr. Crawford-Jakubiak (director of the Center for Child Protection at Children’s Hospital Oakland).  Dr Jakubiak also cites decreased funding for social services as a potential cause for increased rates of child abuse seen during times of economic hardship.  The article closes by reminding readers that shaking a baby, even briefly, can cause serious damage to the brain and that people need to be mindful of how they release frustration on their children during these times of increased stress. 
Critique:

This article is remarkably well written given its intended audience.  It is written in a style reminiscent more of a journal article than a typical magazine article in that it is careful to present its conclusions with limitations as to how the conclusions might be understood.  The author is able to successfully present data from a scientific meeting in an easy to understand manner and complements this with interviews with the actual researchers to highlight intended conclusions.  She discusses limitations of the research and further research that might be done in the future. 

This article is also notable in choosing to discuss something that is considered a highly relevant preventative care issue in pediatrics, and one that is not often discussed in parenting magazines.  The author does a nice job including descriptions of how shaken baby injury occurs and how unintended injuries can result from seemingly minor trauma.  She is also careful to de-stigmatize shaken baby in reminding readers that it can occur in families of all socio-economic classes.  Finally, I appreciated that the author chose as her source of information a highly respected and regarded pediatric meeting (PAS) focusing on a multicenter trial that gathered data from pediatric hospitals across the country.  It would be nice to see more pediatric topics presented in lay-magazines in as nice a summary fashion as this one.
Resources:
1. Washington State Department of Health Child Abuse Prevention Tips:  http://www.dshs.wa.gov/ca/safety/prevAbuse.asp?1
2. American Academy of Pediatrics, discipline & parenting advice for infants and toddlers and handouts on shaken baby syndrome.  http://www.healthychildren.org/english/family-life/family-dynamics/Pages/default.aspx
3. The National Center on Shaken Baby Sydrome: includes information on international partners who helped develop and implement the NCSBS program The Period of Purple Crying.  http://www.dontshake.org
4. Child Abuse and Neglect Reporting, State of Washington:  1-866-ENDHARM (1-866-363-4276)

5. Youth Eastside Services: http://www.youtheastsideservices.org/index.php
6. Crisis Clinic of King County (providing crisis counseling on the phone as well as connecting families with other available services). http://www.crisisclinic.org/
7. King County Mental Health Crisis hotline: 1-866-427-4747
8. King County Mental Health Services: http://www.kingcounty.gov/healthServices/mentalhealth.aspx
