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Researchers in Europe have, for the first time, identified risk factors for single and repeat neonaticide, revealing that
such occurrences are not as rare as previously thought.

A study conducted by investigators at the Medical University in Vienna, Austria, showed that over a 10-year period,
nearly every third case of neonaticide, defined as the killing of a child within the first 24 hours after birth, was a
repeat case.

"Infanticide invokes social taboos in a way that few topics do. We were curious to know if in repeated cases the risk
factors were different," first author Claudia Klier, MD, PD, head of pediatric psychosomatic medicine at the Medical
University Vienna, Austria, told Medscape Medical News.

Dr Claudia Klier

The study was published in the February issue of Archives of Women's Mental Health.

Perpetrator Profile

Neonaticide is regarded as a crime of low prevalence, but given its characteristics — there is no birth certificate, no
one else may be aware of the child's existence, and thus there is no 'missing person' — it remains hidden," the
investigators write.

For the study, investigators analyzed registry data from Austria and Finland between 1995 and 2005 covering 23
women who committed neonaticide. Twenty women (87%) were single perpetrators and 3 (13%) were repeat
perpetrators responsible for eight infant deaths (28 total victims, all killed within 24 hours of birth).

Although the group of repeat perpetrators of neonaticide was very small, consisting of three women, the comparison
revealed some noteworthy differences, the investigators note.

Women in the repeat group were older than single perpetrators and had a higher number of biological children,
some of whom lived with them. "This is an interesting finding given the characterization of neonaticidal mothers as
young and without children," the researchers write. 

Repeat perpetrators were also more likely to live within established family structures and had higher levels of
education and employment. They also had a higher rate of diagnosed personality disorder, which was present in all
repeat offenders but only in one quarter of the single offenders.

Personality disorders may impair the quality of their relationships. It may be that these women felt they had to find a
solution on their own to tackle the anticipated problems of the expected child due to a perceived inability to talk to
their partner or others, the researchers suggest.

Nearly half of all perpetrators (11 of 23, 48%) had a history of traumatic experiences during childhood, including 2 of
3 (66%) repeat perpetrators and 9 of 20 (45%) single perpetrators. Repeated trauma in adulthood was also present
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in 1 out of 3 repeat neonaticide perpetrators and in 3 (15%) out of 20 single perpetrators.

Repeat perpetrators were also more likely to identify stress factors during pregnancy, including problems with their
primary support group as well as economic and occupational problems.

Denial of Pregnancy

The greatest common factor in repeat and single perpetrators was denial of the pregnancy by the women and their
social circle. The low level of awareness about the pregnancy within the perpetrator's social environment, especially
for repeat perpetrators, was "unexpected," the researchers note. 

In 8 of 28 (29%) pregnancies, nobody in the social environment ever asked about a pregnancy. This happened in six
repeat neonaticides (75%) and two single killings (10%). In 20 (71%) pregnancies, the perpetrators were asked only
once if they were pregnant, but successfully negated it in two repeat cases (25%) and 13 single cases (65%).  The
main motive for negating the pregnancy was fear of abandonment and a negative response from others.

A case of repeat neonaticide in Austria 15 years ago was the beginning of Klier's interest in the topic. She was asked
as a perinatal psychiatrist to give expertise and stated that this, in fact, was a repeat neonaticide case.

"The mother was given a life sentence and the father was given a 15-year sentence as it was not 'believed' that the
woman could have denied more than one pregnancy and that the partner had not been aware of them," Klier told
Medscape Medical News.

Neonaticide represents a largely preventable tragedy. Dr Claudia Klier

"Austria has an infanticide act under which a maximum length of 5 years should have been given as sentence for the
woman," Klier said. "This had made me aware that we need proper research and well-designed, register-based
studies regarding the phenomenon of neonaticide and repeat cases, which is now available."

The introduction of "anonymous birth" in Austria in 2002 has significantly decreased the neonaticide rate in the
country, "which shows that neonaticide represents a largely preventable tragedy," said Klier.

"The preventative measure allows women in despair to be cared for during pregnancy and give birth in a hospital for
free without revealing their identity. But the knowledge of the measure has to be conveyed to women in despair, so
awareness is key," she added.

Other helpful measures include greater knowledge about emergency contraception; initiatives like California's
"Project Cuddle" (which provides safe and legal alternatives to baby abandonment) and the Illinois Abandoned
Newborn Infant Protection Act; and training teachers, parents, nurses and coaches to recognize early signs of
pregnancy in teenagers and how to refer them to the appropriate services.

"Scary" Findings

Commenting on the findings for Medscape Medical News, Kathleen Kendall-Tackett, PhD, clinical associate
professor of pediatrics, Texas Tech School of Medicine in Amarillo, who specializes in perinatal mental health, said,
"This is a very scary study."

It suggests that personality disorder is a risk factor for infanticide and "very often there is a history of interpersonal
trauma, which probably proceeded the personality disorder. Lack of awareness of pregnancy and denial are also key
components of the profile.

"Denial does seem to be a particular risk factor for infanticide and/or abandonment," said Kendall-Tackett, who was
not involved with the current research.

A "big part of the problem," she noted, is that few of these women ever see a health provider. "Most don't get any
prenatal care. If they do get care, I'd say be concerned with someone who seems totally disconnected from her
pregnancy. But I'd say the majority never get care. It's really quite sad," she added.

This research was supported by Medical University Vienna and the Austrian National Bank. The study authors and
Kendall-Tackett have disclosed no relevant financial relationships.
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