
JUST like older kids, babies and tod dlers can get con cus sions.

In fact, little ones face some extra risks.
But it can some times be harder to recog nise the signs of con cus sion – a type of mild trau matic
brain injury – in infants and tod dlers.
They may not have the lan guage skills yet to tell you how they feel.
The impact from a bump, blow or jolt to the head, or a hit to the body, causes the head to move
quickly back and forth.
This sud den, back-and-forth impact causes the brain to twist inside the skull and stretch the
brain cells.
Chem ical changes hap pen that tem por ar ily dis rupt nor mal brain func tion.
An infant or tod dler’s head is large com pared to their body.
This makes them top-heavy so they are more likely than older chil dren to fall head �rst when they
lose their bal ance.
This is com mon as babies and young chil dren often fall when they’re learn ing to walk, run and
explore.
Plus their neck muscles are still devel op ing and o�er less con trol of head move ment.
On top of that, a baby’s skull is softer and thin ner than an older child’s.

This poten tially dan ger ous con di tion is a pos sib il ity if your infant or tod dler acci -
dent ally hits their head hard.
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While head �rst falls put infants at higher risk of con cus sion, any activ ity where they can hit their
head or body hard enough can cause one.
Note these changes
Often, younger chil dren show changes in their beha viour when they have a con cus sion.
They may become upset, cranky or extra fussy.
They may also become more clingy, and their sleep ing and eat ing pat terns can change.
You may notice these symp toms right after the injury, or in the days that fol low.
Con cus sion symp toms may improve with rest at �rst, but can also worsen with increased activ ity
after ward.
Take your child to the emer gency depart ment right away if they have been hit in the head or body,
and have any of these symp toms:
> Will not stop cry ing and can not be con soled (for infants) > Will not nurse or eat (for
infants)
> Repeated vomit ing or nausea > Slurred speech
> Looks very drowsy or can not
be awakened
> One pupil (the black part in the middle of the eye) is lar ger than the other > Con vul sions or
seizures > Unusual beha viour or not
act ing like their usual self > Loss of con scious ness (even a brief loss of con scious ness should be
taken ser i ously; the child should be care fully mon itored).
Your child’s doc tor will get a detailed descrip tion of what happened, as well as your child’s med -
ical his tory.
They will also want to know how your child has been act ing since the injury.
A par ent or care giver’s report is often the most use ful tool to dia gnose a con cus sion in this age
group as they are often not old enough to speak for them selves.
Your child won’t neces sar ily need any ima ging tests of the brain or head, such as CT (com puted
tomo graphy) or MRI (mag netic res on ance ima ging) scan.
However, it depends on the situ ation.
Doc tors use spe ci�c reas ons to decide when to do these tests, espe cially with younger chil dren, to
avoid unne ces sary radi ation expos ure whenever pos sible.
It’s import ant to remem ber that a con cus sion means that there’s a prob lem with how the brain is
work ing at the micro scopic, cel lu lar level, and not that there’s any obvi ous struc tural dam age.
This means that even if your child’s ima ging test is nor mal, they might still exper i ence symp toms
related to the con cus sion.
Take it easy
The main treat ment for con cus sion is to take a step back from your child’s usual daily activ it ies
for a few days.
This is because they may only have enough stam ina or feel well enough for shorter activ it ies.
They may need to stay home for a few days from day care or preschool, for example.
Your child may also need breaks from busy or loud envir on ments until they are start ing to act
more like their usual self.
Daily play time may need to be reduced as your child recov ers too.
This does not mean that they can’t do any thing.
In fact, research has found that it’s best not to cut out activ ity com pletely.
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Let them play, but recog nise that they may not be able to play as long as they usu ally do and may
also bene �t from more breaks.
You’ll also need to be on the lookout for new or worsen ing symp toms.
In addi tion, it is import ant to avoid activ it ies that would put them at risk for another head injury.
Although younger chil dren need to be mon itored, there is no need to peri od ic ally wake them up
when they’re asleep if they have a con cus sion unless their doc tor advises you to do this.
Sleep can help the brain heal. Younger chil dren may take longer to recover than older chil dren
after a con cus sion.
This is because a younger child’s brain is act ively matur ing and grow ing.
While older chil dren often recover in about three to four weeks, younger chil dren may take sev eral
weeks to get to full recov ery.
Be sure to dis cuss any ongo ing or worsen ing symp toms with your child’s doc tor.
This helps determ ine whether fur ther tests may be needed.
Here are some ways to help pro tect your child from con cus sion:
> Put baby gates at the top and bot tom of stairs.
Use other home safety products to “child proof” your home, like win dow guards and non-slip
bathtub mats. > Always keep a hand on your child while they’re on fur niture, includ ing diaper-
chan ging tables.
> Secure heavy fur niture, such as dress ers, to the wall to pre vent tip-overs.
> Ensure your child is always prop erly buckled up in a car safety seat while rid ing in a vehicle.
> Choose play grounds with age-appro pri ate equip ment. You can always talk with your pae di at ri -
cian about more ways to keep your child safe. – Amer ican Academy of Pedi at rics/tribune News
Ser vice
Roni L. Robin son is a nurse prac ti tioner with the Minds Mat ter Con cus sion Pro gram at the Chil -
dren’s Hos pital of Phil adelphia and a mem ber of the Amer ican Academy of Pedi at rics Trau matic
Brain Injury Advis ory Board. Eliza beth B. Portin is an assist ant pro fessor of pae di at rics at Rush
Uni versity Med ical Cen ter in Chicago and a mem ber of the Amer ican Academy of Pedi at rics Coun -
cil on Sports Medi cine and Fit ness.
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