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Screening for abuse in emergency L)
departments: A pending issue™**

Cribado de maltrato en urgencias, una
asignatura pendiente

Dear Editor:

The detection of child abuse is essential to allow adequate
intervention with the aim of improving the situation of the
patient and prevent its recurrence. Emergency departments
(EDs) are the main point of entry to the health care system
for many patients, yet several studies have demonstrated
that detection of abuse could improve in the emergency care
setting.” The challenge posed by the differential diagnosis
of many injuries, in which abuse may be confused with acci-
dental, infectious or neurologic aetiologies, combined with
the heavy workloads in EDs, results in failure to detect abuse
in some instances, which may have significant consequences
for the child. Due to these difficulties, different screening
methods have been developed that are used routinely in in
some countries,”? but not in Spain, where their application
has not been studied. In this context, the Working Group
on Abuse of the Sociedad Espanola de Urgencias Pediatricas
(Spanish Society of Paediatric Emergency Medicine, SEUP)
carried out a multicentre study to assess the tools used to
screen for abuse in paediatric EDs in Spain.

We designed an observational descriptive study with
data collection by means of questionnaires. The study was
approved by the clinical research ethics committee of the
hospital. In November 2018, we contacted the directors
of the EDs affiliated with the SEUP to request their par-
ticipation in the study. We provided the link to an online
questionnaire and sent 2 reminders by email in the 2 months
that followed. The questionnaire included items about the
characteristics of the ED, the methods used for detection
of abuse, the existence and type of child abuse protocol
and its availability. We contacted 80 directors and received
responses from 39 of them (48.8%), corresponding to hos-
pitals in 16 autonomous communities of Spain. Table 1
presents the characteristics of participating hospitals. In
every hospital, abuse was suspected based on the findings of
the history and the physical examination. None of the hospi-
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tals used a standardised abuse screening tool, and 5 (12.8%)
were planning introducing one in the near future. Thirty-
seven hospitals (94.9%) had a child abuse protocol in place
in the emergency care setting (29 an in-house protocol and
8 a regional protocol) and 33 (84.6%) reported that the staff
was acquainted with the protocol.

Based on our findings, we surmise that the suspicion of
abuse in EDs depends exclusively on the ability of physi-
cians to identify it, which in turn depends greatly on their
training and experience on the subject. It is also worth not-
ing that a large proportion of hospitals still did not fulfil the
child abuse quality indicator established by the SEUP,* which
involves the existence of a child abuse protocol accessible
to the ED staff, who in turn should be aware of its location.
The lack of standardization involves a considerable hetero-
geneity in the approach to the identification of abuse, so
that existing cases may go undetected, even severe ones.” If
we increase the frequency of early detection, the outcomes
of these children may improve.*> A recent study found that
the use of a screening checklist such as the SPUTOVAMO com-
bined with a top-to-toe physical examination of all patients
that visited the ED was a good method for detection of pos-
sible cases of abuse.® On the other hand, Rumball-Smith
et al. have advocated for the integration of a child abuse
screening tool in the electronic health record system to
be completed for every patient, as the authors observed
an increase in the number of reported cases of suspected
abuse.? However, depending on the level of care and work-
load of each hospital, these strategies may be difficult to
implement in Spain. One option, perhaps as a first step to
improve detection, is to programme red flag alerts in the
electronic health record system to be triggered with cer-
tain discharge diagnoses to alert the physician in charge of
the potential of abuse before the patient is discharged. This
would give the physician the opportunity to complete the
child abuse checklist and review all the records shared in the
system before discharging the patient, or to start an eval-
uation to address this suspicion. A similar option is being
investigated for implementation in primary care clinics in
Catalonia, and we believe that its implementation in EDs
would be feasible. For this or other strategies, it is essential
that patient records are available electronically and that
the information contained in the electronic health records
can be shared by the health care staff of different facilities
while safeguarding confidentiality.

In conclusion, given the deficiencies observed in the
EDs under study, it is our duty as specialist in pae-
diatric emergency care to promote the knowledge and
implantation of screening tools and to disseminate exist-
ing screening protocols to attempt to improve the care
of potential victims of abuse and reduce its potential
impact.
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Table 1 Characteristics of participating hospitals (n=39).
Characteristics of the hospital N.° %
Level of care
Primary 5 12.8
Secondary 17 43.6
Tertiary 17 43.6
Type
General hospital 34 87.2
Children’s hospital 5 12.8
Teaching hospital 36 92.3
[0.1-3]
Number of paediatric visits per year
< 25 000 17 43.6
25 000 - 50 000 17 43.6
> 50 000 5 12.8
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