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"CAT Scan Use Surges For Kids" 
CAT scans or CT scans (computerized tomography) are on the rise for children visiting  the emergency 

room (ER).  A recent study in the journal Radiology found that the number of ER visits nation-wide are 
soaring for kids and went from 330,000 in 1995 to 1.65 million in 2008, which is a five-fold increase.  With 
that activity, the percentage of visits involving CT scans climbed from about 1 percent to almost 6 percent.  
This raises concerns some kids may be exposed to adult-sized radiation doses and potential risks for cancer 
later in their lives.  General hospitals may be less likely than pediatric facilities to use special CT protocols 
with kids to limit their radiation exposure.  Increases in CT scan use have also occurred in adults, generating 
increasing awareness about overuse and potential harm because radiation exposure can cause later cancers.  
Experts agree that  "CT scans in kids require special oversight, including adjusting doses to their smaller size, 
because they are more sensitive to radiation than adults, with longer life spans and more time for radiation-
related cancers to develop."  This new study "underscores the need for special attention to this vulnerable 
population to ensure that imaging is appropriately ordered, performed and interpreted."  The increases in CT 
scans in children may be due to improvements in CT technology and lower cost.  More modern scanners 
create clearer images and are much quicker than older models, producing results in just seconds, which is a 
bonus for busy emergency rooms.  Realistically, other factors likely contributed to the increases, and in some 
cases, overuse, including fear of lawsuits, which drives some doctors to order tests to avoid getting sued for a 
missed diagnosis.  One expert stated, "If you send a kid home (without a CT scan) and it turns out you 
missed an abnormality, not many juries are going to be sympathetic."  I agree whole heartedly.  Procedures 
calling for adjusting CT scan radiation doses to children's size and weight have been instituted at some 
hospitals.  CT scans can  pack a mega-dose of radiation, which can be as much as 500 times more than a 
conventional plain film X-ray.  CAT scans had been said to be the cause of as many as 1 in 50 future cases of 
cancer, which is  highly alarming, especially since as many as one-third of all CAT scans performed in the 
USA is considered to be unnecessary.  A 2009 article in Archives of Internal Medicine stated, "Radiation 
from CT scans done in 2007, will cause 29,000 cancers and kill nearly 15,000 Americans." 

In the America that I love, doctors are frequently forced to practice defensive medicine.  Also, parents 
should not demand a CT scan for every little bump on their kid's head. 
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