
Hampshire, Isle of Wight, Portsmouth and Southampton Designated Doctors for Safeguarding 
Position on CT head scans for children under one year old with suspected physical abuse 

 
National guidance on radiological investigation for suspected physical abuse in children, last reviewed 
in 2019, recommends that imaging ‘should always include…computed tomography (CT) head scan in 
children under one year old.1

National radiology guidance is based on studies from United States hospitals that report high yields 
for occult injuries on CT head scan (19-37%) 2-5 . In 2021, two studies from the UK were published that 
found much lower yields, with a paper from Wessex finding no occult intracranial injuries suggestive 
of abusive head trauma in the 363 CT head scans included6,  and a paper from Cardiff finding a yield 
of 1.7% (2/115) for occult findings once those with skull fractures and head and neck bruising are 
excluded.7 

Although risks are small, exposure to radiation is known to increase the risk of cancer.8,9 The precise 
level of risk in infants is unknown, though they are likely to have higher levels of risk than other ages.10 
 
The Royal College of Paediatrics and Child Health (RCPCH) are updating their systematic review on 
head and spinal injuries. We understand that this will include a review of the evidence on 
neuroimaging  in suspected abusive head trauma.  

Pending the RCPCH review, and any updated reviews from the Society and College of Radiographers 
and the Royal College of Radiologists, the position of the Hampshire, Isle of Wight, Portsmouth and 
Southampton Designated Doctors for Safeguarding is: 

In suspected physical abuse of a child under one year of age a CT head scan should always be 
requested if there are neurological signs, skull fractures, head, neck or scalp injuries, an unexplained 
low haemoglobin (usually in an ill child), or clear witnessed head impact or shaking injury .  

In other cases, a CT head scan should always be considered. However, a decision not to request one 
can be made by the lead paediatrician taking into account the specific details of each case. If a CT head 
scan is not to be performed in a child under the age of one year, the reasoning for this must be clearly 
documented in the child’s records.    

If CT head scan is not carried out it is important that a skull X-ray  is included in the skeletal survey 
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