
Shortage of infant x-ray experts ‘causing 
babies to be taken into care’
Families are being put through heartbreaking ordeals when an 
inexperienced radiologist sees a fracture where none exists

JUSTICE FOR FAMILIES

An estimated 33 per cent of radiologist jobs in the UK are unfilled
CULTURA/GETTY IMAGES
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A shortage of paediatric radiologists is causing child abuse to be
misdiagnosed and bone fractures reported in babies who have
none. A wrong diagnosis can see a baby separated from their
parents for months before a court-appointed consultant doctor
overturns it.

The shortage, which is particularly acute in smaller district
hospitals, and resulting lack of expertise also means that hard
to spot injuries are missed, leaving other babies at risk.
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Diagnosing fractures in infants needs high levels of training
because normal variations in growing bones can look like
fractures and subtle changes can signal abuse.

There is a national shortage of radiologists in the NHS, with a
UK average of 8.6 consultant radiologists per 100,000
population, compared with 12.8 in the EU. In north and west
Wales, the ratio is just 4.9.

The shortage is particularly bad in paediatrics, with 55 per cent
of vacancies in England unfilled last year.

Dr Adam Oates, a consultant paediatric radiologist at
Birmingham Children’s Hospital, said: “There’s this real
pressure to make decisions very quickly. It’s a real worry that
some children are taken away from their families that shouldn’t
be.”

A couple from Leatherhead in Surrey had their breastfed,
seven-month-old daughter taken from them for nearly four
months in January after she fell from a bed and broke her leg.
Doctors at Epsom Hospital initially diagnosed one fracture to
the thigh bone, consistent with a fall, but later said they had
found another below the knee.

This second “fracture” meant the parents’ explanation of a fall
was not accepted and they were investigated for child abuse.
But when an expert looked at the images for the family court



months later, he concluded that there was only one fracture and
it had probably been caused by a fall. The baby girl was returned
almost immediately.
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Her mother is about to start trauma counselling. She said the
experience “ruined us mentally”. The mother was haunted by
being unable to comfort her baby and all the firsts that she had
missed, including her daughter’s first crawl, cutting a tooth and
trying new foods.

The girl was fully breastfed and her mother had slept with her.
The nights after her baby was taken away she slept with one of
the child’s sleepsuits stu�ed with a blanket “so I had something
to hold on to”.

She added: “Having to give her up was the most horrendous
experience I have ever felt and I don’t think any pain will ever
come close to how hard that was.”

Epsom Hospital said the baby’s radiology images included a full
body x-ray and were undertaken by two paediatric
radiographers and reported on the same day by two paediatric
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radiologists who “followed the relevant statutory safeguarding
policies (of which the parents were aware and consented to).

“We appreciate this would have been a very di�cult time for
the family, but we cannot comment further on any decision to
remove a child from their parents’ care, as decisions such as
these are ultimately made by the local authority, with input
from a multiprofessional team.”

Some parts of the country have very few specialists. Northeast
England has just five consultant paediatric radiologists, nine
times fewer per capita than in London, where there are 70.

The northeast also has one of the highest rates for investigating
young babies for physical abuse, with one in 83 assessed last
year.

In one case in the region, radiologists diagnosed small bleeds on
the brain that were interpreted as possibly indicating abuse in a
week-old baby. They were discovered in an MRI scan after the
baby had a child protection medical because of an unexplained
bruise.

The baby had had a di�cult vaginal birth and, after months of
separation from its parents, a court-appointed expert in brain
imaging said the suspected bleeds were probably normal marks
from birth.

Oates said problems typically arose at smaller hospitals. “If you
go to a small district general hospital, the radiologists there will
not have the same level of experience … detecting fractures in
children is not the same as in adults because the immature
bones are di�erent and therefore things that look like fractures
may not be fractures.”

He thought there was “a tendency to overcall” rib fractures in
particular, because they are “very subtle” and can indicate the
shaking of a baby. Inexperience increases a tendency to dismiss
explanations for fractures, he added. “I have known a situation
when the parents’ story seemed very unlikely and abuse was



suspected but CCTV was subsequently found which showed a
very plausible accidental cause of an injury.”

He hoped that by recruiting more consultants to take on expert
court work, the delays to getting a mistaken diagnosis
overturned would be reduced.

The Royal College of Radiologists (RCR) estimates the shortage
of consultants across the UK is 1,934, equivalent to a 33 per cent
shortfall.

Dr William Ramsden, vice-president for clinical radiology at the
RCR, said paediatric consultant shortages “can be particularly
severe in some district general acute hospitals and in areas
without a specialist children’s hospital”.

He added: “Better clinical and IT networking will help clinicians
get a specialist or second opinion — for example, in cases of
suspected non-accidental injury — but better connectivity still
does not increase the number of specialists in a shortage area.”

The number of families investigated for physical abuse of
babies has risen by 19 per cent in the past five years but fewer
child protection plans have been made, according to
government data released under information laws. There were
1,310 investigations for physical abuse in babies under six
months old where significant harm was suspected last year,
with 400 child protection plans as a result.

If physical abuse is suspected a baby will have a child protection
medical, involving a full skeletal survey of multiple x-rays, head
scans and tests to the eyes. This can be triggered by a single
bruise because of policies saying that such marks in babies that
do not roll or crawl probably indicate abuse.

Typically, once radiologists believe that they have found a
fracture, and paediatricians decide it is suspicious, social
workers apply to the family court to decide who cares for the
baby while police and the court investigate.



Guidelines say a diagnosis should be signed o� by two
experienced radiologists but some may not have the necessary
expertise.

Dr Owen Arthurs, a consultant paediatric radiologist at Great
Ormond Street Hospital, said: “Most centres don’t have access
to a specialist paediatric radiologist 24/7. Some centres don’t
have access at all. It’s not that they’re not doing their best,
they’re doing their best under very limited circumstances.”

He said hospital trusts were often reluctant to put forward their
experts to double-check diagnoses from smaller hospitals
because they were likely to get tied up in court cases and a
“perception that doing these kinds of cases is associated with
negative media coverage”.

The British Association of Social Workers said it was “concerned
about the shortage of radiologists as social workers don’t work
in silos, they work in multidisciplinary teams and experienced
radiologists are vital in diagnosing skeletal surveys to establish
whether a child has been deliberately abused or not”.

Clinicians say the need for expertise is crucial to make sure
abuse cases are not missed. Dr Kath Halliday, a consultant
paediatric radiologist at Nottingham University Hospitals,
described a case where rib fractures were not spotted on a chest
x-ray of a baby who was being checked for a cough.

“The paediatrician was quite inexperienced and didn’t see
them. He was looking for signs of infection and wasn’t really
looking for rib fractures. The baby went home and that night
that baby was beaten up to such an extent that they will never
be the same again.”

Halliday said in “the vast majority” of cases the diagnosis is
agreed by two experienced clinicians, in line with RCR
guidelines, but sometimes that did not happen. She added: “It’s
probably easiest to overdiagnose [abusive injuries] because the
consequences of underdiagnosing are so bad. The consequences



of overdiagnosing are also bad, but they’re not quite as obvious
as a dead baby that comes in after you just sent them home.”

The Department of Health and Social Care said it had begun to
address the shortage. “The number of doctors working in
clinical radiology has risen by over 25 per cent in the past five
years,” it said.
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‘My baby was taken away for months over tiny bruises 
and a fracture that didn’t exist’
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A couple had their baby taken away for nearly three months after tiny bruises 
on his shins at his eight-week health check set...
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Too many children wrongly taken into care, admits chief 
social worker

March 14 2021, 12.01am

Emily Dugan, Social Affairs Correspondent

Babies and children are still being removed from families unnecessarily, 
according to the chief social worker for children...
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