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Dog Bites in Children Less
Than 4 Years Old

Few situations are more anxiety provoking than
that of a small child being attacked by a dog. On
occasion dogs have been known to save human
lives. Conversely, dogs have actually been known to
kill (references 1 and 2; Chicago Sun-Times, March
31, 1980). Unfortunately, the incidence of dog bites
has increased in recent years, and more than 1
million Americans are bitten by dogs every year.>?®
In addition, children are the most frequent vic-
tims."*® With the rising crime rate, more citizens
are buying or even renting large and sometimes
vicious dogs to protect their family or property.
(Chicago Sun-Times, March 31, 1980, and reference
5). The city of Chicago had 11,932 reported cases of
dog bites in the year of 1978 (H. H. Muriel, personal
communication, 1979).

This study was conducted to determine the dif-
fering circumstances involving bites in children
younger than 4 years of age. These children, whose
activities are mostly restricted to the home, are
physically defenseless against a violent attack by a
dog and hence extremely vulnerable.

METHODS

Between Jan 1, 1979 and Dec 31, 1979 all visits to
the University of Chicago Wyler Children’s Hospi-
tal Emergency Room were reviewed. A daily log
was used to identify the absolute number of visits
for the treatment of dog bites. Following initial
identification of the patients’ name, sex, age, and
telephone number, more detailed questions regard-
ing the anatomical site of bite, place of incident,
owner of dog, and size of dog were asked through a
telephone interview with an adult member of the
victim’s family.

RESULTS

Of the 40,316 visits during the 12-month study
period, 199 cases of dog bite victims were docu-
mented for a ratio of 1:203 emergency room visits.
Of these 199 victims, 11 required hospitalization for
further treatment. Only two received antirabies vac-
cine; 39 (19.6%) of the victims were younger than 4
years of age (younger group); the youngest child
was 16 months old. The remaining 160 (80.4%) were
aged 4 to 16 years (older group).
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Of the 199 victims, 136 (68%) were boys and 63
(32%) were girls with a male predominance of 2.2:1.
Boys predominated in the younger group 1.6:1 and
in the older group 2.3:1. The Figure demonstrates
the variations in the number of children who suffer
dog bites throughout the year. More dog bites occur
during the warmer months, but this seasonal differ-
ence is not as pronounced in the younger group.
The smallest number of dog bites occurred in the
months of January and December.

Telephone interviews were completed for 114 of
199 dog bite victims (57%). Among these, 19 were
in the younger group and 95 in the older group. A
number of statistically significant differences were
noted when the two groups were compared: 63% of
the bites in the younger group were on the head,
face, or neck whereas only 18% of the older group
were bitten on this part of the body (P < .01). Of
the children in the younger group 90% were bitten
while at home vs 38% of the children in the older
group (P < .01). In the younger group 47% were
bitten by their own dog as compared to 18% of the
older group (P < .01). Whereas only 16% of the
younger group were warned regarding the dangers
of dogs before the incident, 57% of the older group
received warnings prior to the attack (P < .01). Of
the children in the younger group, 85% were bitten
by dogs that had not bitten anyone before. Of the
dogs that attacked the older group, 50% had no
previous history of biting anyone (P < .05).

The following observations are of interest but did
not achieve statistical significance when the two
groups were compared. In the younger group, 56%
of the attacking dogs were larger than the victims,
whereas in the older group only 37% were larger. Of
the victims in the younger group, 93% were bitten
by pet dogs whereas 75% of the older group were
bitten by pets. The bites occurred while adults were
nearby for 63% of the younger group vs 39% of the
older group.
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Figure. Monthly distribution of dog bite victims.
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DISCUSSION

Approximately 1 of every 200 emergency room
visits to the University of Chicago Wyler Children’s
Hospital during 1979 was for a dog bite injury. This
incidence is comparable to reports from emergency
rooms in Los Angeles’ and Columbus, OH.!° The
ratio of dog bites in children younger than 4 years
old to older children is also similar to that found by
others in Baltimore,’ New York City,’ and St Louis.®
The male predominance is again confirmed for chil-
dren in general, in accordance with other
reports.>>’"'® The observation that male predomi-
nance is less in young children adds support to the
hypothesis that the child’s behavioral development
is a contributing factor in provoking a dog."

The seasonal distribution of occurrences is well
established in older children.**'* For younger chil-
dren this predilection is not as pronounced. This
finding is compatible with younger children, activity
patterns which are mostly homebound or indoors.
It is known that children are more likely to suffer
bites on the head, face, or neck,>*%!*!! but the
frequency of 63% for victims less than 4 years of age
underscores their vastly increased risk. Perhaps the
most striking finding presented in this brief study
is that children less than 4 years of age are at a
greatly increased risk of being bitten on the head,
face, or neck, by their own family dog, in their own
house, during anytime of the year, and while par-
ents are present. Data gathered also document that
a dog that has never bitten anyone before is not to
be considered safe with a younger child.

Parents need to be aware that their children are
at risk of being attacked by a dog. Greater aware-
ness of the inherent dangers of dogs to the younger
child might persuade some parents to wait until
their child is older before bringing a pet dog into
the household. If a decision is made to include a
dog as a family pet, utmost care must be taken by
parents at all times. Children’s behavior, although
unintentionally so, can be provocative.® It is diffi-
cult, if not impossible, to teach the young child to
recognize the inherent dangers and how to avoid
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conflicts with a pet dog.

As health practitioners choose to emphasize dif-
ferent kinds of anticipatory guidance in pediatric
practice, the issues of safety and accident preven-
tion are usually discussed. This study serves to
point out the importance of also including poten-
tially harmful pets in this discussion.

YooN-TAEk CHUN, MD

Department of Community Medicine
University of Illinois, Rockford
School of Medicine

Rockford

Jay E. BERKELHAMER, MD

Department of Pediatrics

University of Chicago

Pritzker School of Medicine

Chicago

TeRRrY E. HEROLD

Center for Health Administration Studies
University of Chicago

Chicago

REFERENCES

1. Winkler WG: Human deaths induced by dog bites, United
States, 1974-75. Public Health Rep 92:425, 1977

2. Newman EC: Animal bites as a public health disease. Tex
Med 73:49, 1977

3. Berzon DR, DeHolff JB: Medical costs and other aspects of
dog bites in Baltimore. Public Health Rep 89:377, 1974

4. Berzon DR, Farber RE, Gordon J, et al: Animal bites in a
large city: A report on Baltimore, Maryland. Am J Public
Health 62:422, 1972

5. Harris D, Imperato PJ, Oken B: Dog bites: Unrecognized
epidemic. Bull NY Acad Med 50:981, 1974

6. Maetz HM: Animal bites, a public health problem in Jeffer-
son County, Alabama. Public Health Rep 94:528, 1979

7. Morton C: Dog bites in Norfolk, Va. Health Serv Rep 88:59,
1973

8. Beck AM, Loring H, Lockwood R: The ecology of dog bite
injury in St Louis, Missouri. Public Health Rep 90:262, 1975

9. Kizer KW: Epidemiologic and clinical aspects of animal bite
injuries. JACEP 8:134, 1979

10. Sokol AB, Houser RG: Dog bites: Prevention and treatment.
Clin Pediatr 10:336, 1971
11. Graham WP III, Calabretta AM, Miller SH: Dog bites. Am

Fam Physician 15:132, 1977

Downloaded from www.pediatrics.org by guest on April 9, 2008


http://pediatrics.aappublications.org

Dog Bitesin Children LessThan 4 Years Old
Y oon-Taek Chun, Jay E. Berkelhamer and Terry E. Herold
Pediatrics 1982:69:119-120

Updated Information including high-resolution figures, can be found at:
& Services http://www.pediatrics.org
Citations This article has been cited by 3 HighWire-hosted articles:

http://www.pediatrics.org#otherarticles

Permissions & Licensing Information about reproducing this article in parts (figures, tables) or in
its entirety can be found online at:
http://mww.pediatrics.org/misc/Permissions.shtml

Reprints Information about ordering reprints can be found online:
http://www.pediatrics.org/misc/reprints.shtml

American Academy of Pediatrics

DEDICATED TO THE HEALTH OF ALL CHILDREN™

Downloaded from www.pediatrics.org by guest on April 9, 2008



http://www.pediatrics.org
http://www.pediatrics.org#otherarticles
http://www.pediatrics.org/misc/Permissions.shtml
http://www.pediatrics.org/misc/reprints.shtml
http://pediatrics.aappublications.org



