The Use of Medical Imaging in
Diagnosing Child Abuse
Introduction
Child abuse involves acts of
violence that can leave emotional or
physical consequences for a child. There
has been an increase in child abuse and
neglect in the United States. (Johnson,
2017).
Medical imaging is an effective
way to diagnose child abuse in addition
to a complete medical history and exam.
According to Johnson (2017), a
radiographer who published a research
article through ASRT, stated “diagnostic
images reveal clues that enable
radiologists to determine the severity and
timing of injuries and can demonstrate
additional, occult trauma” (p. 48).

•Skeletal surveys are mandatory
for any child under the age of
two (Johnson, 2017).
•Specific bone exams are used
for patients over the age of two
who can communicate
generalized pain (Johnson,
2017).

Computed
Tomography

•Patients who come in and need
immediate acute care due to a
thoracic or abdominal trauma
will usually receive a CT exam
of the abdomen and thoracic
cavity (Johnson, 2017).
•With any suspected abuse
patient, even if a head trauma is
not visually seen, a head CT is
typically ordered (Johnson,
2017).
•Modality of choice for
neurological images (Flom et al,
2016).

Imaging Modalities
The three most common
modalities used in the aid of diagnosing
child abuse are conventional
radiography, computed tomography
(CT), and magnetic resonance imaging
(MRI). Conventional radiography is the
most common modality used in the aid
of diagnosing child abuse (Johnson,
2017)
These modalities produce
images in different ways that are used
with specific exam to show specific
pathologies. Conventional radiography
uses ionizing radiation to produce a two
dimensional image. CT uses a complex
system and ionizing radiation to capture
axial images and can reconstruct them
three dimensionally. MRI uses non
ionizing electromagnetic radiation and
with manipulation of atoms to create
diagnostic images (Carlton & Adler,
2013).
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•MRI in child abuse cases have a
wide range of abilities for
creating images (Johnson, 2017)
•According to Johnson (2017)
“MR imaging primarily is used
to diagnose subacute and
chronic brain injury in the
nonemergent setting” (p. 61).

13

Image 1
Complex skull fractures of abused three
month old (Johnson, 2017).
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Conclusion
The availability and use of multiple imaging
modalities include the three most common:
conventional radiography, CT, and MRI. The
specific exams used to create diagnostic images and
the results from those exams can help aid in the
diagnosis of child abuse. It is the goal of any
healthcare professional to preserve life and with
special care, detailed medical history, physical
examinations, clinical investigations and diagnostic
images, child abuse can be proven. With diagnosing
child abuse we can help save children from
potentially life-threatening situations.
Unfortunately, child abuse will always be present in
society. Increasing technology and education for
imaging modalities will continue to aid in the
diagnosing of child abuse.

